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Abstract 
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The University of Texas at Austin, 2020 
 
Supervisor:  René Dailey 
 
Abstract: Intimate partner violence represents a significant public health challenge. 
A plethora of research has investigated victim-survivors’ choices to stay or leave abusive 
relationships, including the documented influence of their close social networks. Less 
consideration, however, has been given to the communication processes and patterns that 
are involved in interactions between victim-survivors and their support partners and how 
those specific patterns might influence victim-survivors’ choices about their relationships. 
The present investigation tests the helpfulness of Inconsistent Nurturing as Control (INC) 
theory (Le Poire, 1995) to better understand these communication patterns and their 
potential influence. Findings indicate that the INC theory framework is appropriate and 
helpful when applied in this new context. Previous INC theory findings were replicated, 
but new strategies emerged. In this new context, minimizing the abuse and indirect or direct 
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support for the abusive partner or relationship were commonly used reinforcing behaviors, 
while new punishing behaviors included offering unsolicited advice. Reinforcing 
alternatives was the most effective strategy, including functional partners encouraging 
seeking professional help and various forms of enacted social support. When extended 
beyond immediate family relationships to include victim-survivors’ broader social 
networks, including extended family members and close friends, the INC theory 
framework recontextualizes IPV and the choices victim-survivors make within their 
relationships as phenomena that are embedded within communities, opening the door to 
new opportunities for intervention and new strategies for providing social support. 
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Chapter 1:  Introduction 
Intimate partner violence (IPV) is a pervasive and serious problem in America. The 
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention reports nearly one in five women and about 
one in seven men have experienced severe physical violence at the hands of an intimate 
partner in their lifetime (Smith et al., 2017). Sexual violence perpetrated by an intimate 
partner is nearly as common, with one in five women and one in twelve men reporting the 
experience. The report indicates a startlingly high number of men and women have also 
experienced psychological aggression, defined as expressive aggression (such as name 
calling, insulting or humiliating an intimate partner) and coercive control, which includes 
behaviors that are intended to monitor and control or threaten an intimate partner. Nearly 
half of American women (47.1%) and men (47.3%) report experiencing this type of abuse 
by an intimate partner (Smith et al.). Trans- and non-binary identifying people report even 
higher rates of IPV. The 2015 U.S. Transgender Survey found that 54% of trans and non-
binary identifying people said they had experienced some form of IPV, including acts 
involving coercive control and physical harm (James et al., 2016).  
The ubiquity of IPV constitutes a significant public health challenge. As a result of 
IPV, 27.4% of women and 11% of men reported having experienced significant harmful 
impacts, such as (but not limited to) post-traumatic stress disorders, injury, need for 
medical care, and sexually transmitted diseases (Smith et al., 2017). Despite this increased 
need for care, women who are abused are twice as likely to report an unmet medical need 
even when controlling for access to care and socio-demographic variables (Plichta & Falik, 
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2001). In general, the risk of experiencing poor physical health is doubled by being in an 
abusive relationship, even when controlling for socioeconomic status and related variables 
(Plichta, 2004). Children whose mothers are the victim-survivors1 of IPV are at an 
increased risk of future IPV victimization or perpetration (Insetta et al., 2015), as well as a 
host of mental, physical, and behavioral health problems (Bensley, Eenwyk, Simmons, Van 
Eenwyk, & Simmons, 2003). These outcomes are particularly alarming because more than 
half of female IPV victim-survivors have children in the home (Greenfeld, 1998). 
While it is common to question victim-survivors’ choices regarding their 
relationships, the role family and friends of victim-survivors play in these important 
decisions should also be considered. Health communication research has long focused on 
the role of third parties in effectively supporting or influencing individuals to make 
healthier choices or discontinue a destructive health behavior (Britton, Haddad, & Derrick, 
2019; Derrick, Wittkower, & Pierce, 2019; Pachucki, Jacques, & Christakis, 2011). In the 
context of IPV, victim-survivors have reported that family and friends’ responses, as well 
as the availability of their support systems, have a significant influence on decisions 
regarding their commitment to a relationship with an abusive partner (Copp, Giordano, 
Longmore, & Manning, 2015), but little is known about the communication processes and 
patterns that are involved in interactions between victim-survivors and their support 
                                               
1 While debate over use of “victim” or “survivor” in discussions of IPV continues, the researcher chooses to 
use the term “victim-survivor” very intentionally. “Victim-survivor” recognizes the harsh reality that not all 
who are victimized have the privilege of also becoming survivors and requires the reader to recognize that 
those who have experienced IPV may personally identify with one or both. 
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partners, or how those specific patterns might influence victim-survivors’ choices. 
Applying Inconsistent Nurturing as Control (INC) theory (Le Poire, 1995) to analyze 
conversations about victim-survivors’ relationships with abusive partners is an important 
first step in understanding these communication patterns and their potential influence. 
Recognizing that victim-survivors do not make choices about their relationships in a 
vacuum, understanding the ways in which those closest to victim-survivors reinforce or 
discourage their commitment to the relationship will provide helpful insights for social 
network members desiring to more effectively provide needed support. 
Inconsistent Nurturing as Control (INC) theory has been a helpful framework in the 
health communication field utilized to understand the relationship dynamics, as well as 
communication patterns and their associated health outcomes, in relationships where one 
member engages in addictive or compulsive problematic health behaviors. A recent study 
(Dalgleish Hazlett, 2019) suggests the INC theory framework can be applied to and provide 
helpful insights into conversations between victim-survivors of IPV and their close friends 
and family members where the network member’s goal is to encourage the victim-survivor 
to disengage from a destructive relationship with an abusive partner. This research 
consisted of both survey responses and in-depth, semi-structured interviews with ten close 
friends or family members of victim-survivors who are either currently or were previously 
engaged in a relationship  characterized by intimate partner violence. Survey and interview 
questions will gather data on communication patterns and relationship dynamics within the 
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relationship, as well as the friend or family member’s knowledge of relationship outcomes 
and violence and control within the abusive relationship. 
The knowledge gained in this study will inform future interventions that capitalize 
on the documented influence of victim-survivor’s friends and family members. By 
understanding the mechanisms by which communication patterns influence a victim-
survivor’s commitment to their abusive relationship partner, practitioners can develop 
evidence-based strategies to share with friends and family members who need guidance.  
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 
INTIMATE PARTNER VIOLENCE 
Intimate partner violence (IPV) includes “physical violence, sexual violence, 
stalking and psychological aggression (including coercive tactics) by a current or former 
intimate partner (i.e., spouse, boyfriend/girlfriend, dating partner, or ongoing sexual 
partner)” (Smith et al., 2017). IPV can be perpetrated by both men and women and is found 
at similar rates in both heterosexual and same-sex relationships (Jose & O’Leary, 2009; 
Murray & Mobley, 2009; Smith et al., 2017; Stiles-Shields & Carroll, 2015). Researchers 
have identified different types of intimate partner violence using a variety of approaches, 
including those based on the form of abuse, differentiating between physical, sexual, and 
psychological violence, as well as the type of violence, determined by patterns of behavior 
within the relationship over time (Ali, Dhingra, & McGarry, 2016). While no single group 
of typologies is universally accepted as the standard, a working knowledge of the general 
differences between major types of IPV is essential in research that examines IPV-related 
experiences or interactions, particularly when the goal is to develop successful 
interventions that protect, rather than endanger, victim-survivors of IPV.  
Johnson’s (2008) typologies of IPV were the first to explore the interaction between 
violence perpetration and high or low control perpetration in relationships with male 
abusers and female victim-survivors. The results of his research produced four unique 
forms of IPV. Intimate Terrorism (IT), which Johnson (2017) more recently re-termed as 
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“coercive controlling violence,” refers to relationships in which one partner is highly 
violent and controlling, but the other is not (Johnson, 2008). Research indicates that within 
heterosexual relationships, IT is perpetrated primarily by men (Johnson, 2010). Violent 
Resistance (VR) describes relationships in which one partner is highly violent and 
controlling and the other partner is violent, but not controlling (Johnson, 2008).  VR is 
most often seen in women “entrapped in a relationship with an intimate terrorist” who 
fights back (Johnson, 2010, p. 213). Situational Couple Violence (SCV) refers to 
relationships in which conflict between relationship partners escalates to violence with 
either one or both partners, but there is no desire for control on the part of either partner. 
Finally, Mutual Violent Control describes relationships in which both relationship partners 
are violent and controlling. 
Frankland and Brown’s (2014) research on coercive control in same-sex 
relationships was the first to consider the presence of control in the absence of violence, 
expanding Johnson’s typologies to include Nonviolent Control, where a relational partner 
exhibits highly controlling behaviors without enacting violence. Most recently, 
Mennicke’s (Mennicke, 2019) cluster analysis of secondary data found support for both 
Johnson (2008) and Frankland and Brown’s (2014) categories, but expanded to include 
additional control-related categories, confirming that IPV characteristics (e.g., control 
perpetration, control victimization, violence perpetration, and violence victimization) 
cluster into high/low patterns (see Figure 1). 
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Figure 1: Conceptual model for the interaction between violent behaviors and 
controlling behaviors for one partner (Mennicke, 2019). 
Mennicke (2019) argued that “centralizing the element of control in research on 
IPV” (p. 396) is necessary for recognizing IPV that is perpetrated primarily through power 
and control, rather than physical or sexual violence, and for understanding the changing 
nature of relationships characterized by IPV. Researchers have found that in some abusive 
relationships, minimal physical violence is necessary because once violence has been 
enacted, the threat of future violence is enough to establish and maintain domination and 
control within the relationship (Mennicke, 2019). Further, controlling behavior is 
significantly less obvious to outsiders in comparison to physical or sexual violence, yet it 
is a greater predictor of extreme physical, sexual, and fatal violence than the presence of a 
prior assault (Beck & Raghavan, 2010). A large, 11-city study showed that for cohabitating 
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couples, the level of control in the abusive relationship increased the risk of a fatality post-
separation by a factor of nine (Glass, Manganello, & Campbell, 2004). As such, developing 
interventions that are either specific to these high-risk relationships or can be applied 
universally without endangering any specific sub-set of IPV victim-survivors is essential. 
THE ROLE OF SOCIAL NETWORKS 
For many victim-survivors of IPV, their closest friends and family may be their 
greatest potential source of support. Farrow (1997) found that victim-survivors’ informal 
social networks were vital, reporting that network members were “closer to, more trusted 
by, and more frequently available” (p. 22) to victim-survivors than formal services such as 
law enforcement, shelters, and mental health professionals. Victim-survivors of IPV also 
report the social support provided by informal network members was more successful than 
formal supports in meeting the long-term needs that facilitated the end of their abusive 
relationships (L. Kelly, Bindel, Burton, Butterworth, & Cook, 1999; Sylaska & Edwards, 
2014; Wilcox, 2000). Unfortunately, victim-survivors also report that negative (Liang, 
Goodman, Tummala-Narra, & Weintraub, 2005) and mixed responses by social network 
members are common (Latta & Goodman, 2011; Trotter & Allen, 2009; Uchino, Holt-
Lunstad, Smith, & Bloor, 2004).  
Across multiple studies, victim-survivors have reported that members of their 
informal networks often became frustrated with them and have minimized or avoided the 
topic of the abuse, leading to the derogation of their relationship (Goodkind, Gillum, 
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Bybee, & Sullivan, 2003; Mitchell & Hodson, 1983; Moe, 2007; Renzetti, 1988; Trotter & 
Allen, 2009; Weisz, Tolman, Callahan, Saunders, & Black, 2007). Within a shelter 
population, Moe (2007) found that victim-survivors felt abandoned by their social supports 
more often than they reported having received assistance. Another study focused on a rural-
based population reported the phenomena of victim-survivors receiving help with strings 
attached. Victim-survivors reported they were asked to tolerate the abuse and provide 
domestic-related services to their informal network members in exchange for receiving 
their social support (Bosch & Bergen, 2006).  
The responses of social network members are often impacted by the risks associated 
with their proximity to their loved one’s abusive relationship, and they report a myriad of 
negative impacts on their own lives (Gregory, Williamson, & Feder, 2017). Riger, Raja, 
and Camacho (2002) found that IPV’s consequences extended through the “web of 
relationships” (p. 185) that contextualize victim-survivors’ daily lives. Informal support 
providers report experiencing physical health impacts such as fatigue and exhaustion 
(Latta, 2008), negative impacts on their psychological well-being, including trauma 
(Hardesty, Oswald, Khaw, Fonseca, & Chung, 2008), shock (Latta, 2008), depression and 
PTSD symptoms (Sigurvinsdottir, Riger, & Ullman, 2016), and fear (Hardesty et al., 2008; 
McNamara, 2008), as well as direct impacts, including threats and physical violence 
enacted by the perpetrator (Hobart, 2002; Salari, 2007). In fact, while protective orders 
have been shown to reduce an IPV victim-survivor’s risk of assault by their abusive partner, 
their friends and family members often become the abuser’s focus, resulting in an increased 
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risk to social networks of victim-survivors post-protective order (Wolf, Holt, Kernic, & 
Rivara, 2000).  In one study, the threat to safety was a potential issue for anyone who was 
part of a victim-survivor’s social network, from friends and family to co-workers and 
neighbors (Gregory et al., 2017).  
Given the documented harmful impacts, it is no surprise that friends and family 
members of victim-survivors of IPV report struggling to know how best to respond. Several 
researchers have explored the interactions between victim-survivors and members of their 
social networks to better understand how responses to victim-survivors are formulated. 
Peled, Gueta, and Sander-Almoznino’s (2016) research on the experience of Israeli 
mothers exposed to their daughter’s IPV victimization found that mothers transitioned 
through four semi-chronological phases of interaction with their daughters. In the first 
phase, known as the pre-disclosure phase, the mother does not yet know but may suspect 
that her daughter is in an abusive relationship. In this phase, many mothers report being 
cautiously silent about the matter, waiting for clear evidence. The second phase reported 
was the definitive encounter in which mothers became aware of their daughter’s abusive 
relationship, either by witnessing the violence themselves or through disclosure from their 
daughter or a third party. The third phase involved “living with continued exposure” to 
their daughter’s IPV victimization. In this phase, mothers report a variety of passive and 
active responses, including directly challenging their daughter’s abusive partner and both 
distancing themselves emotionally and completely disengaging. The final phase was only 
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reported by a portion of the mothers as it involved the aftermath of the relationship when 
their daughter had left. 
Latta and Goodman’s (2011) grounded theory exploration of interventions in 
abusive relationships found that survivors’ informal support networks report moving 
through three primary stages in the process of determining how to engage or disengage 
with a victim-survivor. The first stage entails the process in which social network members 
become aware that the victim-survivor’s relationship is abusive. The second stage involves 
network members gathering information about the abusive relationship and in the final 
stage, the network member chooses to act to intervene in some way (or not). Latta and 
Goodman present the process as fluid and non-linear, with network members moving 
through the process many times and utilizing a variety of different interaction strategies 
throughout the length of their friend or family member’s abusive relationship. Participants 
in this research often reported feeling ill-equipped to help their loved ones. Latta and 
Goodman specifically addressed this gap in knowledge as an important opportunity. 
Research has shown that network members have significant influence on victim-survivor’s 
decisions about the course of their relationships (Copp et al., 2015) and public awareness 
campaigns that educate network members on their important role and provide strategies for 
successful communication could potentially save and improve the lives of victim-
survivors, as well as their extended families and networks. 
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DECISIONS TO STAY OR LEAVE 
Various studies have attempted to explain the process by which a victim-survivor 
decides to stay or leave a relationship with an abusive partner. Research has shown that 
these decisions are impacted not only by the behavior of the victim-survivor’s abusive 
partner, but by the options available to victim-survivors, the ways in which their social 
networks respond, and other individual factors (Rhodes & McKenzie, 1998; Strube & 
Barbour, 1983). The costs associated with leaving have consistently been reported as the 
source of seemingly insurmountable barriers for many abused women (Bauserman & 
Arias, 1992; Rusbult & Martz, 1995; Strube, 1988; Truman-Schram, Cann, Calhoun, & 
Vanwallendael, 2000). Others have applied the investment model to these decisions 
(Rhatigan & Axsom, 2006; Rusbult & Martz, 1995), finding that emotional and 
psychological variables play an important role in stay or leave decisions. Women who 
reported higher exposure to psychological abuse, lesser relationship satisfaction, greater 
access to desirable alternatives to the relationship, and fewer long-term investments in the 
relationship and their partner also reported lesser commitment to their abusive relationships 
(Rhatigan & Axsom, 2006). This research indicates that the process by which victim-
survivors determine commitment to their relationships is similar to non-battered women’s 
processes, but because commitment does not necessarily predict the choice to stay or leave, 
particularly if victim-survivors fear for their safety or lack alternatives, it is important to 
understand other factors which may influence these decisions. 
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Sandberg (2016) argues that victim-survivor’s responses to IPV, including their 
decisions to stay or leave, are “co-constructed in a wider social network” (p.444) where, in 
spite of the isolation many victim-survivors experience as a result of the abuse, their social 
networks are often aware of the IPV (Klein, 2012). Goodman and Smyth (L. A. Goodman 
& Smyth, 2011) argue that responses to IPV “need to be understood not only as a matter 
between two individuals but as something involving both formal and informal social 
networks, and always occurring in a community context” (summarized by  Sandberg, 2016, 
p. 445). Indeed, research has repeatedly shown that the personal resources of victim-
survivors, including economic (Reisenhofer & Taft, 2013) and psychological resources 
(Baly, 2010; Reisenhofer & Taft, 2013), as well as social influences, including the 
availability of formal and informal social support (Panchanadeswaran & McCloskey, 
2007) impact their decisions to stay or leave their abusive relationships. More available 
social support has been shown to increase a victim-survivor’s likelihood of leaving, while 
negative help-seeking experiences are linked to a decrease (Reisenhofer & Taft, 2013). 
An application of the Theory of Reasoned Action (TRA) (Fishbein & Ajzen, 1975) 
to understand commitment in abusive relationships provides some important insights into 
some of the ways victim-survivors’ social networks impact their decisions (Etcheverry & 
Agnew, 2004). Within the context of intimate relationships, subjective norms refer to a 
relationship members’ beliefs about what others think about his or her relationship. 
Subjective norms have been shown to be an important factor in predicting relationship 
commitment in the general population (Etcheverry & Agnew, 2004; Etcheverry, Le, & 
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Charania, 2008), as well as in relationships containing IPV (Shorey, Tirone, Nathanson, 
Handsel, & Rhatigan, 2013). In relationships characterized by IPV specifically, subjective 
norms have been linked to a victim-survivor’s Stage of Change in Relationship Status 
(SOCRS) (Handsel, Ritter, Moore, & Rhatigan, 2012). The SCORS is a measure developed 
to determine victim-survivors’ placement within an adapted Transtheoretical Model of 
Change (TTM) (Prochaska & Velicer, 1997), specific to IPV relationships which outlines 
five primary stages in terminating an abusive relationship (Handsel et al., 2012).  The first 
two stages include precontemplation, when relationship members feel no need to change 
anything in their relationship, and contemplation, when a relationship member begins to 
think about ending the relationship in the next six months. The final three stages include 
preparation, when victim-survivors begin to discuss leaving with others, action, when they 
tell their partner they are ending the relationship, and maintenance, which includes 
rebuffing the partner’s attempts to reinstate the relationship. It is in the first two stages of 
pre-contemplation and contemplation, that subjective norms have been shown to have the 
greatest impact and where victim-survivor’s social network members are likely to be the 
most influential (Shorey et al., 2013). Knowing when social network members are most 
influential is helpful, but there remains much to understand about how that influence occurs 
and how network members can best utilize their influence to encourage positive outcomes 
for victim-survivors. 
The responses of social network members, including the many who report feeling 
powerless and unqualified to help, will likely impact victim-survivor’s well-being and their 
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relationship outcomes. While much of the research on victim-survivors’ stay/leave 
decisions has taken an individualistic perspective, this study will add to the growing body 
of literature that explores IPV as embedded within a community. It is clear that victim-
survivors’ choices are influenced by their social networks. Inconsistent Nurturing as 
Control (INC) theory may provide a helpful framework for understanding how that 
influence occurs and informing public health campaigns that target victim-survivor’s social 
support systems, guiding them in how to best utilize their influence to support victim-
survivors to decrease their commitment to an abusive relationship partner and potentially 
disengage from the relationship altogether. 
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Chapter 3: Rationale 
Although INC theory has been used to understand the relationship dynamics, 
communication patterns, and resulting health behavior outcomes in relationships where 
one member suffers from addiction, there is reason to believe it can be applied in the 
context of relationships between victim-survivors of IPV and their close friends and family. 
Findings of this application could provide vital information useful for the development of 
public health campaigns that teach effective communication strategies to those with the 
greatest access to and influence on victim-survivors. Before exploring the application of 
INC theory in this new context, it is necessary to first review the basic tenets of INC theory 
and its previous applications. 
INCONSISTENT NURTURING AS CONTROL THEORY 
Inconsistent Nurturing as Control (INC) theory (Le Poire, 1992, 1995) describes 
the process by which individuals in close relationships seek to influence a relationship 
partner to decrease destructive health behaviors. INC theory posits that the paradoxical 
nature of the relationship, in which the person who is engaged in dysfunctional behavior 
holds most of the power in the relationship, leads the functional partner to attempt to use 
both nurturing and punishment as means to control the afflicted partner’s undesirable 
behavior. In this process, the functional relationship partner ultimately utilizes inconsistent 
messages, intermittently punishing and then reinforcing the destructive behavior, which 
inadvertently lead to an increase in the behavior. Thus far, INC theory has been applied to 
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relationships where afflicted partners are engaged in drug (Le Poire, Hallett, & Erlandson, 
2000), alcohol (Glowacki, 2016, 2017) and general substance abuse (Duggan, Dailey, & 
Le Poire, 2008; Glowacki & Donovan, 2018; Glowacki, 2013), sex addiction (Wright, 
2008; 2011), depression (Duggan, 2007; Duggan & Le Poire, 2006; Duggan, Le Poire, & 
Addis, 2006), and disordered eating (Prescott & Le Poire, 2002). 
INC theory outlines three distinct phases of interaction between the functional and 
afflicted partner, each characterized by the use of different communication patterns. In the 
first stage, known as the pre-labeling phase, the functional partner may reinforce the 
behavior through encouragement or participation in the behavior. In previous INC theory 
research, reinforcing behaviors have included drinking with the alcoholic relationship 
partner or avoiding conversations about the problematic behavior (Glowacki, 2016).  
Labeling, understood as the point in which a functional partner becomes aware that the 
afflicted partner’s behavior is destructive and labels it as such, is foundational for 
delineating between the three distinct phases. Once the destructive behavior is labeled as 
problematic, the second phase of interaction begins. The post-labeling phase predicts a shift 
in the functional partner’s strategies, focusing on the use of punishing behaviors in an effort 
to control the afflicted relationship partner’s behavior. Punishing behaviors include direct 
confrontation (Glowacki, 2017), public or private shaming, and arguing with the partner 
about the behavior (Le Poire, 1995). In the final phase of post-frustration, the afflicted 
partner either rejects the functional partner’s attempts to discourage their destructive 
behavior or relapses back into the destructive behavior. In response, functional partners 
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begin to alternate between messages of punishment and reinforcement, as they attempt to 
both control the behavior of the afflicted partner and nurture and maintain the relationship 
simultaneously. INC theory, based on the tenets of behaviorism (Skinner, 1974), posits that 
functional partners’ intermittent punishment and reinforcement unintentionally strengthens 
the undesirable behavior. The most successful outcomes result from functional partners 
who consistently punish the afflicted partner for their problematic behavior while also 
reinforcing alternative behaviors such as encouraging the afflicted partner to attend rehab 
or a support group for addicts (Duggan, Le Poire, Prescott, & Baham, 2009). In these 
instances, previous research has shown that afflicted partners are significantly less likely 
to relapse into their previously destructive behavior (Le Poire et al., 2000). Consistent 
punishment, however, has also been shown to be detrimental.  
APPLYING INCONSISTENT NURTURING AS CONTROL THEORY TO INTIMATE PARTNER 
VIOLENCE 
The current research extends INC theory to the domain of intimate partner violence. 
Interestingly, Duggan, LePoire, Prescott, and Baham (2009) have previously explored a 
theoretical application of INC theory in the context of intimate partner violence, but rather 
than recognizing the victim-survivor of IPV as the afflicted partner, they assign this 
classification to the abuser. This approach may be helpful in relationships characterized by 
situational couple violence (SCV) (Johnson, 2008), where violence may be bi-directional 
and is not coupled with control behaviors. With SCV, partners’ behavior may escalate to 
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violence, but neither partner attempts to exert power and control over the other, allowing 
for opportunities to challenge and punish behavior that are not afforded to victim-survivors 
of coercive controlling violence (Johnson, 2008; Johnson & Leone, 2005; J. B. Kelly & 
Johnson, 2008). 
With the goal of developing new intervention methods that could be helpful across 
a range of IPV typologies, this research will focus on third parties, specifically close friends 
and family members, whose interaction behaviors shape and influence victim-survivors’ 
commitment to their abusive relationship partners and decisions to remain in or return to 
these relationships (i.e., the undesirable behavior). Applying INC theory in this context 
could provide helpful insights for developing successful communication strategies for 
informal social network members to utilize in their interactions with victim-survivors and 
may also help to explain why certain strategies are more successful than others. 
Previous research in the field of IPV indicates there are several important 
similarities between IPV and other contexts in which INC theory has been applied. First, 
the presence of trauma bonds (Dutton & Painter, 1993; Scheffer Lindgren & Renck, 2008) 
makes commitment to an abusive relationship partner similar to other types of addictions 
and compulsive behaviors used in previous INC theory research. Second, the distinct 
phases of interaction outlined in INC theory bear strong resemblance to the models of 
interaction identified in IPV research focused on interactions between victim-survivors and 
members of their social networks (Handsel et al., 2012; Prochaska & Velicer, 1997; Shorey 
et al., 2013). Finally, the functional-afflicted relationship dynamic outlined in other INC 
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theory applications can also be found in relationships between victim-survivors of IPV and 
their close friends and family members. 
The Undesirable Behavior 
Commitment to an abusive relationship partner, while different from substance 
abuse, disordered eating, sex addiction, and depression, can also be understood as a 
compulsive or addictive behavior. Research has shown that leaving an abusive relationship 
may be more of a process than a decision made at one moment in time (Anderson & 
Saunders, 2003; Burke, Gielen, McDonnell, O’Campo, & Maman, 2001; Enander & 
Holmberg, 2008) and many victim-survivors report leaving and subsequently returning to 
their abusive relationship multiple times (Bell, Goodman, & Dutton, 2007; Horton & 
Johnson, 1993; Merritt-Gray & Wuest, 1995; Moss, Pitula, Campbell, & Halstead, 1997) 
or engaging in unsuccessful attempts to end the relationship (Gondolf & Fisher, 1988; L. 
Goodman, Dutton, Weinfurt, & Cook, 2003). The process of leaving, according to Enander 
and Holmberg (2008), is complicated by the presence of the “traumatic bond” (p. 206), 
which psychologically ties victim-survivors to their abusers. This bond consists of 
emotional ties, including love, fear, hate, compassion, guilt and hope, and composite ties, 
including the desire to understand, dependency, and internalization. These ties make the 
process of leaving extremely difficult and may serve as “(part of) an explanation for the 
immense power” abusers hold over their victim-survivors (p. 208). Trauma researchers 
have found the traumatic bond, developed out of intermittent patterns of abuse and 
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reinforcement, are intensely difficult to break (Dutton & Painter, 1993; Herman, 2015). 
Indeed, research has found that half of all women residing in a domestic violence shelter 
are likely to return to their partners (Strube, 1988). 
For victim-survivors of IPV, their choices are often limited by a multitude of factors 
outside of their control, including the actions of their abusive partners and access to helpful 
resources (Rhodes & McKenzie, 1998; Strube & Barbour, 1983), but research shows that 
a victim-survivor’s commitment to their abusive relationship partner, often impacted by 
the presence of a trauma bond, is influenced by those closest to them (Etcheverry & Agnew, 
2004; Etcheverry et al., 2008; Shorey et al., 2013). INC theory provides a unique 
framework for understanding victim-survivor’s commitment as both compulsive and 
addictive, as well as an area of potential influence where social network members who care 
about the victim-survivor can take strategic action to influence the victim-survivor’s 
commitment to the relationship. 
Phases of Interaction & Patterns of Communication 
Multiple studies have shown support for the possible presence of the distinct phases 
of interaction in INC theory, as well as the use of punishing and reinforcing strategies. 
Previous research focusing on interactions between social network members and victim-
survivors has found patterns that bear strong similarity to those outlined in INC theory 
(Latta & Goodman, 2011; Peled et al., 2016). While these studies do not present phases 
that are identical to those identified in INC theory, they include INC theory’s “labeling” as 
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a key aspect of the interaction processes they attempt to explain and recognize differences 
in interactions before and after labeling occurs. The distinct changes in communication 
strategies as they are outlined in INC theory were not addressed in this previous research, 
but across studies, informal network members reported enacting a variety of strategies, 
often times conflicting, as they cycled through stages (sometimes multiple times).  This 
research suggests that distinct phases of interaction and associated patterns of 
communication outlined in INC theory may also be present in interactions between victim-
survivors and their informal social network members. 
Functional-Afflicted Relationship Dynamic 
According to INC theory, a unique power paradox is central to the dynamic 
between functional and afflicted partners (Le Poire, 1992). This dynamic is characterized 
by an exchange of control between the codependent (functional) partner and the dependent 
(afflicted) partner. On the surface, it appears the codependent (functional) partner is in 
control, but the destructive behavior of the dependent (afflicted) partner actually constrains 
the codependent partner’s behavior in significant ways, often impacting their daily lives. 
As codependent (functional) partners are required to accommodate the harmful behavior 
of the dependent (afflicted) partner (often in order to preserve the relationship), they 
experience a loss of control. Attempts to regain control lead the codependent (functional 
partner) to utilize intermittent nurturing and punishment as a means of maintaining the 
nurturing nature of the relationship and to attempt to simultaneously regain control of the 
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situation. The dependent (afflicted) partner then finds themselves in a position of power, 
where they can decide whether or not to comply with the codependent (functional) 
partner’s request to end the behavior (Le Poire, 1992). This power dynamic is important 
because it is central to why functional and afflicted partners behave in particular ways over 
time and predicts the success of failure of certain strategies.  
INC theory has been applied primarily within voluntary relationships such as 
romantic pairs (Duggan, 2007; Duggan et al., 2008; Duggan, Le Poire, & Addis, 2006; 
Duggan & Le Poire, 2006; Glowacki & Donovan, 2018; Glowacki, 2013; Le Poire, 1995; 
Le Poire et al., 2000; Wright, 2008, 2011a), but it has also been applied in the context of 
involuntary familial relationships such as mother and daughter (Prescott & Le Poire, 2002), 
parent and child (Glowacki, 2016), and between siblings (Glowacki, 2017). To date, it does 
not appear to have been applied within the context of close friendships. This research will 
apply the INC theory framework with both voluntary and involuntary relationships, 
expanding to include close friends as well as family members of victim-survivors.  
Victim-survivors report that they are more likely to seek support from friends and 
family members than formal supports like law enforcement or domestic violence shelters 
(Sylaska & Edwards, 2014). A wide variety of victim-survivors reported friends as their 
most likely and most helpful source of support, including high school students reporting 
IPV (Ashley & Foshee, 2005; Black, Tolman, Callahan, Saunders, & Weisz, 2008; Molidor 
& Tolman, 1998), college women (Dunham & Senn, 2000; Edwards, Dardis, & Gidycz, 
2012), older women (Flicker et al., 2011), lesbian women (Renzetti, 1988; Turell & 
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Herrmann, 2008), and gay men (McClennen, Summers, & Vaughan, 2002; Merrill & 
Wolfe, 2000). A combination of family and friends were reported as most helpful for 
women victim-survivors of physical IPV (Mahlstedt & Keeny, 1993), women in a domestic 
violence shelter population (Moe, 2007), and urban women victim-survivors of IPV (Rose, 
Campbell, & Kub, 2000). As a source of social support, friends and family provide both 
practical and emotional support to victim-survivors, contributing significantly to the 
emotional well-being (Adkins & Kamp Dush, 2010; Coker, Watkins, Smith, & Brandt, 
2003) and physical safety (Bybee & Sullivan, 2005; L. Goodman, Dutton, Vankos, & 
Weinfurt, 2005) of victim-survivors.  
While research on the centrality of victim-survivors’ social networks point to the 
importance of including close friends as participants in the present research, findings from 
a preliminary study (Dalgleish Hazlett, 2019) suggest INC theory may offer a possible way 
to conceptualize the influence of victim-survivors’ close friends and family on their 
decisions, as well as the relationship dynamics resulting from the victim-survivor’s 
commitment to the abusive relationship. Undergraduate communication students from a 
large university in the southwestern United States (n = 82) and individuals recruited 
through a Facebook page advocating for legal reform of intimate partner violence laws in 
the United States (n = 20) responded to an online survey with details of the nature of their 
relationship to a victim-survivor who was either a close friend or family member, the 
victim-survivor’s relationship, and communication patterns with the victim-survivor. 
Participant ages ranged from eighteen to 25, with an average age of 19.66 (SD = 1.26) and 
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the two groups were analyzed collectively. All participants indicated they could recall a 
time in which they labeled their friend or family member’s commitment to an abusive 
relationship as problematic. There was also evidence friends and family members 
frequently utilized punishing strategies, while fewer reported the use of reinforcing 
behaviors. Given the findings of this study and significant evidence of the centrality of 
social networks in victim-survivor’s daily lives, exploring this application within the 
context of victim-survivor’s broader social networks, not just their family members, may 
be fruitful in providing helpful insights for network-focused interventions. 
THE CURRENT RESEARCH 
The current research will further explore the application of INC theory in the 
context of conversations about abusive relationships by engaging in semi-structured 
interviews with friends and family members of people who have been or are currently 
engaged in intimate relationships with abusive partners. A better understanding of the 
means by which victim-survivors of IPV are influenced could be particularly helpful for 
developing future communication-based interventions. If INC Theory has similar 
predictive power when applied to interactions between IPV victim-survivors and their close 
friends and family members, its application in this context will provide important insights 
for developing public health campaigns that engage victim-survivor’s social networks. 
Research in the field of IPV indicates that commitment to an abusive relationship 
partner is often compulsive and disengaging from a relationship with an abusive partner is 
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difficult and may require multiple attempts at leaving before the victim-survivor is 
successful (Bell et al., 2007; Horton & Johnson, 1993; Merritt-Gray & Wuest, 1995; Moss 
et al., 1997). It is also clear that IPV victim-survivors’ responses to abuse and their 
commitment to an abusive relationship partner are impacted by their informal social 
networks (Etcheverry & Agnew, 2004; Etcheverry et al., 2008; Shorey et al., 2013). 
Previous research has explored how social network members make decisions about how to 
interact with victim-survivors in their lives, but the presence of each of the distinct phases 
of interaction outlined in INC theory is yet to be established. Dalgleish Hazlett’s (2019) 
research using an undergraduate student sample showed evidence for the presence of these 
three phases, with overwhelming evidence of “labeling” as an important and distinct step, 
but the current research will look to confirm this finding. Additionally, research exploring 
the responses of victim-survivors’ social networks have shown a variety of strategies 
utilized by informal network members, including those which INC theory would classify 
as reinforcing and punishing.  
In their extension of INC theory to explore sibling relationships, Glowacki (2017) 
suggests that reinforcing behaviors within different relationship contexts ought to be 
conceived of differently, as strategies amongst siblings differ from those found in previous 
applications involving romantic partners. Research has shown that romantic relationships 
have a functionally different relationship dynamic than sibling relationships because 
management of competing goals requires a regular exchange of both sacrifice and self-care 
(Duggan et al., 2008), a tension not necessarily present in sibling relationships. Research 
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has recognized this dynamic within close friendships as well. Hays’ (Hays, 1985) 
longitudinal study examining the development of friendships found that as friends become 
closer, they often increased rewarding behaviors. During that same time period costs to 
partners increased slightly as well, suggesting that as relational closeness and 
interdependence increased, friends also required sacrifice of some sort from the other. As 
such, the current research will seek to explore reinforcing, punishing, and reinforcing 
alternatives strategies between victim-survivors and both friends and family members, with 
the goal of understanding their use within the distinct phases proposed by INC theory. The 
following inquiry is proposed: 
 
RQ1: Are functional partners able to recall and describe the moments at which they 
labeled the afflicted partner’s relationship as problematic (with regard to IPV)? 
RQ2: How do functional partners describe reinforcing behavior? 
RQ3: How functional partners describe punishing behaviors? 
RQ4: How do functional partners describe reinforcing alternatives? 
 
 INC theory predicts that functional partners will shift their strategies across the 
pre-labeling, post-labeling, and post-frustration stages. Application of this framework to 
the current context must take into account how functional partners describe using 
differing strategies over time and if those changes over time mirror the trajectory 
predicted by previous INC theory research. 
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RQ5: How do functional partners describe their interactions with afflicted 
partners across the three different stages in INC theory? 
 
Of additional importance, research indicates some of the behaviors considered as 
punishment within the INC theory framework may result in isolation of the victim-
survivor. Isolation includes both social isolation, which, in the context of IPV, can be 
understood as either lacking access to a social support system (Lanier & Maume, 2009), or 
physical isolation, which involves actual physical distance from social networks (Stark, 
2009). Because isolation of any sort can have devastating consequences to the victim-
survivor,  as it often leads to an increase in the violence and control experienced in their 
relationships (Stark), maintaining relationships with victim-survivors should be a priority 
for those who care most about them.  
Both punishing and rewarding strategies can lead to isolation. For example, when 
victims have reached out to potential supports, some victims report that members of their 
informal network become frustrated with them (punishing), minimize the abuse 
(reinforcing), or avoid the topic of the abuse (reinforcing), leading to the derogation of 
their relationship (Goodkind et al., 2003; Mitchell, R. E. & Hodson, 1983; Moe, 2007; 
Renzetti, 1988; Trotter & Allen, 2009; Weisz, Tolman, Callahan, Saunders, & Black, 
2007). The victim may also choose to distance themselves from their network as a 
protective strategy (Latta & Goodman, 2011). Victim-survivors have commonly reported 
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a desire to keep their personal matters private, feeling shame or embarrassment, as well as 
fears regarding responses to an IPV disclosure (Edwards et al., 2012; Mahlstedt & Keeny, 
1993; Swanberg & Macke, 2006; Walters, 2011). This pro-active response from victim-
survivors may be in response to previous conversations where undesirable strategies were 
utilized by their close friends and family members. Recognizing that isolation can result 
from both the actions of the functional partner, as well as the response of the afflicted 
partner to an undesirable strategy, this research will also attempt to identify which 
strategies utilized by functional partners result in isolation of the victim-survivor. 
 
RQ6: Which strategies utilized by functional partners led to isolation of the 
afflicted partner? 
 
The primary goal of this research is to better understand the means by victim-
survivors of intimate partner violence are influenced by their social networks. While it is 
not necessarily the responsibility of victim-survivors’ friends and family members to 
convince them to leave an abusive relationship, this knowledge will aid in producing 
useful, data-driven intervention strategies for close friends and family members of people 
engaged in relationships with abusive partners who struggle to know how to respond 
appropriately in these situations. The most effective interventions must consider both the 
potential for creating social and physical isolation and the influence of the intervening 
person on desired outcomes. INC theory provides a helpful framework for taking both of 
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these important factors into account as close friends and family members intervene to 
support someone they care about to disengage from an abusive relationship partner.  
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Chapter 4: Methods 
The current study will employ a qualitative, theory-driven approach to examining 
how the communication patterns utilized by victim-survivor’s close friends and family 
members in conversations about their abusive relationship impact their commitment to the 
relationship with the abuser. Given that the co-dependent relational dynamics between 
functional and afflicted partners are recognized as a central tenet of INC theory, this 
dynamic will also be explored. The following sections describe the study’s research design, 
participants and recruitment, and procedures for data collection and analysis. 
RESEARCH DESIGN 
This research employs an interpretive, constructivist perspective that recognizes 
that “knowledge, truth, reality, and goodness are relative to a specific theoretical 
framework, form of life, or culture” (Kvale, 1995, p. 23), rejecting the notion that truth is 
an objective, independent, and observable construct. Interpretive qualitative researchers 
utilize a verstehen approach, which emphasizes the importance of empathy and developing 
an understanding of a participant’s particular view of the world. As such, knowledge and 
reality are socially constructed and embedded. They are “viewed as a ‘text’ that can be 
read, interpreted, and analyzed” (Tracy, 2020, p. 51) rather than something to be 
“discovered or measured” (p. 51). 
Guided by the overarching desire to understand intimate partner violence as an 
ecological, rather than an individual, or even dyadic, phenomenon, this research utilizes 
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INC theory to explore how communication patterns between victim-survivors and their 
friends and family members impact and influence victim-survivors’ commitment to an 
abusive relationship partner. The research design consists of both survey data and in-depth 
interviews, allowing the researcher to explore the questions posed in this study with more 
depth, breadth, and complexity. Because observing or recording multiple conversations 
that occur over an extended period of time cannot easily happen in real time, data collected 
via survey and in-depth interviews provide an opportunity for participants to 
retrospectively examine their interactions and offer their own interpretation of events and 
experiences. In-depth interviews allow the researcher to explore experiences and events 
“too time-consuming or too private to observe” (Frey, Botan, Friedman, & Kreps, 1992, p. 
285) and to attain “thick description” (Geertz, 1973) of participant’s experiences, providing 
the opportunity to develop meaningful and complex understandings of the phenomenon in 
question. 
PARTICIPANTS & RECRUITMENT 
The University of Texas at Austin Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval was 
obtained before any recruitment efforts were made (see Appendix A for IRB approval 
letter). The researcher, having previously worked in victim-survivor advocacy locally and 
at a national level, utilized existing connections with domestic violence advocates and 
primary prevention educators, as well as advocacy groups and community organizations 
with a robust social media presence to recruit close friends and family members of 
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victim-survivors of IPV. Participants were also recruited through the researcher’s own 
personal social media accounts. Fliers used in recruitment included details about the 
study, including its purpose, the researcher’s contact information, and instructions for 
setting up an interview with the researcher (see Appendix B for recruitment language). 
Eligibility for the study required that participants be (a) be over the age of eighteen and 
(b) have previous experience supporting a close friend or family member who is currently 
or was involved in a relationship in which their intimate partner was abusive to the friend 
or family member. Initially, participants were required to have had experience in the 
previous two years. After months of recruitment efforts that produced relatively few 
eligible participants, the researcher expanded the eligibility parameters of the study to 
include those with any previous experience supporting a close friend or family member 
involved in a relationship in which their intimate partner was abusive. For the purposes of 
this study, potential participants were informed that an abusive relationship constitutes 
any intimate relationship in which there is ongoing and/or repeated instances of coercive 
control, physical, emotional, psychological, sexual or economic abuse by one partner 
against the other.  
In the midst of recruitment for this research, the COVID-19 pandemic hit the 
United States. Several months later, when multiple instances of extreme police brutality 
and murder were reported in the United States in May and June of 2020, a national 
conversation about anti-black racism and white supremacy rightfully became a focus of 
increased attention, public protest, and social unrest. Recruitment efforts were 
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significantly stalled during this period. In the end, a sample of ten participants were 
recruited and completed both the survey and interview portions of the study. Nine 
participants self-identified as women (90%), while one identified as a man (10%). 
Participant ages ranged from 23 to 63 (M = 36.1 years). Eight participants were 
White/Caucasian (80%), one was Asian (10%), and one self-identified as mixed race 
(10%). Five of the ten (50%) participants reported they had previous experience in an 
abusive relationship of their own. Five participants reported that they were close friends 
of the victim-survivor (50%), while five reported they were family, three of which were 
siblings (30%), one of which was a parent (10%), and one of which was a cousin (10%). 
Only one participant (10%) had any relationship with the abusive partner, which was 
described as a friendship.  
Data were also collected on the abusive relationship itself. The average age of the 
participant’s friend or family member at the onset of their relationship with an abusive 
partner was 24.4 years (range = 19 – 31 years). Of the close friends and family members 
who were in a relationship with an abusive partner, participants reported that seven were 
women (70%) and three were men (30%). The abusive partners in these relationships 
were majority men (n = 9), with only one of the abusive partners identified by 
participants as a woman (10%). Nine of the close friends or family members were 
reportedly in a heterosexual relationship (90%) and one was in a same-sex relationship 
(10%). Three of the participants’ close friend or family members were still in the abusive 
relationship (30%), while seven had ended the relationship (70%) at the time of the study. 
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Of those three ongoing relationships, two had been intact for less than two years, while 
one reportedly had been ongoing for six years. Of the seven which had ended, two had 
lasted for a period of less than two years, one had lasted for three years, and three had 
lasted for seven or more years (range = 7 – 13 years). 
According to participants, all but one of the victim-survivors (n = 9) had 
explicitly expressed a desire to leave their relationship at some point and all but two of 
the victim-survivors (n = 8) had actually attempted to leave the relationship 
unsuccessfully at some point. In a follow-up survey question, participants reported they 
were aware of anywhere from one to eight unsuccessful attempts at ending the 
relationships, with the most common being two unsuccessful attempts. 
DATA COLLECTION 
Data were obtained through completion of an online survey questionnaire and a 
technology-mediated interview. The first page of the online survey included informed 
consent language. Participants were asked to acknowledge receipt of this information and 
indicated their consent to participate in the study by choosing to continue to the following 
page and begin answering questions (see Appendix C for informed consent language). 
Survey questions asked basic demographic information about participants, the victim-
survivor, and the victim-survivor’s relationship with the abuser. Recognizing that 
participants’ knowledge of abuse within their friend or family member’s relationship could 
potentially influence their interaction strategies, questions were also asked about the 
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participant’s knowledge of abuse in the victim-survivor’s relationship (see Appendix D for 
survey questions). Questions about the abusive relationship were developed by adapting 
the Checklist for Controlling Behaviors (CCB) (Lehmann, Simmons, & Pillai, 2012) to ask 
about the participant’s knowledge of the victim-survivor’s relationship, rather than the 
respondent’s own relationship. The CCB contains ten sub-scales focusing on varying types 
of relationship abuse, including physical abuse, sexual abuse, emotional abuse, economic 
abuse, intimidation, threats, minimizing or denying, blaming, isolation, and privilege. 
Respondents were asked to indicate where they have either witnessed or been told about 
abuse within the victim’s relationship, as well as report on any knowledge of bi-directional 
abuse, where both partners engaged in harmful behavior toward the other. Relationship 
information collected also included the length of the close friend or family member’s 
abusive relationship and the current state of the relationship (terminated or continuing). 
While some of this information may have also been discussed during in-depth interviews, 
survey responses allowed for greater breadth of knowledge about the relationship abuse 
that may not naturally arise in the interview process. 
After answering survey questions, participants completed a technology-mediated 
interview. Interviews were conducted between January and June 2020 and lasted an 
average of 47 minutes and 23 seconds (range: 31:04 – 1:08:29). Consistent with Rubin and 
Rubin’s (2005) guidelines for conducting responsive interviews, rich data were collected 
using semi-structured questions and probes that elicited meaning, processes, and 
experiences to answer the research questions outlined in Chapter 2. At the beginning of 
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each interview, the researcher introduced themselves to the participants and shared a bit 
about their own experience and reasons for conducting the current research. Participants 
were informed they had the option to skip any questions and were provided with 
information where they could seek support upon completion of the survey or at any point 
in which they choose to end the interview (see Appendix F for support language).  
Questions were developed utilizing the literature and theories discussed in Chapters 
2 and 3 and elicited discussions on their communication and interaction patterns with the 
victim-survivor, the process of labeling a victim-survivor’s continued commitment to the 
relationship as problematic, and description of the relationship dynamics present in the 
participant’s relationship to the victim-survivor. Although questions were developed with 
INC theory in mind, additional questions, probes, and follow-up questions were included 
to ensure participant responses were not constrained by any preexisting concepts or ideas 
about their experiences. Although the standard protocol was utilized, questions varied 
slightly in both order and content from participant to participant. For example, over the 
course of conducting interviews and as analysis began, the data pointed to family dynamics 
as an emerging influence within the context of these important conversations. As such, the 
researcher began specifically asking about the types of messages other family members or 
friends might be sharing with victim-survivors in their own discussions about the 
relationship and if those messages conflicted with the messages of the participant. Follow-
up questions and probes were added to collect additional and specific information that was 
not applicable to all participants. All interviews were recorded and transcribed. 
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DATA ANALYSIS 
A phronetic iterative approach (Tracy, 2018) was utilized for exploring the 
proposed research questions. Unlike a grounded theory approach (Glaser & Strauss, 1967), 
which derives meaning entirely from emergent data, a phronetic iterative approach focuses 
more narrowly on aspects of the data which “have the potential to extend specific theories 
or address practical problems” (p. 62), alternating between existing questions and theory 
and emerging qualitative findings. With this approach, existing questions and theory serve 
as “sensitizing concepts” (Bowen, 2006), focusing the analysis process, but the approach 
is not bound by them. 
Coding and Themes 
Analysis began in conjunction with the data collection progress. I conducted 
informal analyses of transcripts using open coding and through the use of memo writing 
(Tracy, 2020), which allowed adjustment to the interview protocol where necessary. 
Several questions were added over the course of data collection, including those which 
specifically asked about the responses of other members of the victim-survivors’ social 
support network, an emerging theme from early data collection. Later interview protocols 
gave this element additional attention. Once analysis failed to produce new emerging 
information, in line with requirements for saturation, I concluded data collection. 
Using Tracy’s (2018) phronetic, iterative approach to data analysis and after 
completion of data collection, I reviewed a selected subset of transcripts line-by-line, using 
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descriptive primary cycle coding (Tracy, 2018), which sets aside a priori questions or 
purposes. This produced a start list of 144 initial codes, some of which had similarities and 
overlapped. Analytic memos, which serve as “sites of conversation with ourselves about 
our data” (Clarke, 2005) provided helpful space for considering emerging themes 
developing through primary cycle coding and aided in the development of higher level 
codes used for secondary-cycle coding (Tracy, 2020).  
In secondary-cycle coding, researchers interpret, organize, and synthesize codes 
with theoretical considerations in mind (Tracy, 2018, p. 66). From the 144 initial codes, 
higher level codes were developed. In the process of research design, a preliminary 
codebook (see Appendix G) had been created with codes related to INC theory’s 
communication strategies and phases of communication. These codes, developed to inform 
research questions and the interview process, were developed using both previous INC 
theory research and literature exploring the responses victim-survivors of intimate partner 
violence have reported in interactions with their informal social support networks (Latta & 
Goodman, 2011; Sylaska & Edwards, 2014). Analysis of emerging themes from the 
primary cycle coding process indicated that all of the pre-determined codes from the 
original codebook mirrored themes that had also emerged from this phase of coding. As 
such, these pre-determined codes were kept and expanded upon, while new higher level 
codes were developed to encompass additional themes which emerged from the data. For 
secondary-cycle coding, all transcribed interviews were analyzed. Transcripts were read 
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line-by-line and coded using these higher-level codes. In this process, no additional higher-
level codes emerged (see Appendix H for final codebook). 
MY ROLE AS RESEARCHER 
Charmaz (Charmaz, 2016) warns that when interviewing, “unearned trust elicits 
silence, not stories of lived experience” (p. 45). Heeding this warning, I made attempts to 
establish trust between myself and participants prior to and during the interview process. 
It helped that I personally knew some of the participants and in other cases, participants 
were referred to the study through friends and family members who could vouch for me. I 
found that shared experience served as a helpful means of establishing trust between myself 
and the participants in this study and aided in my ability to relate to the experiences of 
interviewees. I began each interview by explaining my motivation and reasoning for this 
investigation, engaging in explicit conversation about the empathy I experienced for both 
victim-survivors and the difficult and stressful experiences of those closest to them. I 
explained that this empathy resulted from personal experience. Participants were 
encouraged to interrupt, re-direct, or ignore any questions throughout the interaction, as the 
goal was to best understand their experience, on their terms. Participants were also asked 
if they had a preferred pseudonym for use in reporting the findings of this study. Where a 
preference was indicated, that preferred pseudonym is used. In all other cases, pseudonyms 
were created by myself to protect the identities of both participants and their close friends 
 
 41 
and/or family members whose lives and relationships were the subject of interest in this 
research. 
My own previous experience with the subject of this investigation influenced my 
approach to this work in the data analysis process as well. I knew IRB requirements for 
ethically sharing the experiences of my participants, but struggled to determine what 
additional personal ethical boundaries were appropriate. Having personally witnessed the 
sensationalism that often accompanies stories of abuse, I wondered how much detail of the 
victim-survivor’s abuse felt appropriate to share within the context of this particular 
investigation. I wondered how ethical it was to share the stories of victim-survivors as they 
were told through the lens of another person’s experience. Ultimately, I came to the 
decision that details of the abuse would be shared only as they were necessary for 
answering the research questions at hand and only as they were necessary for explaining 
the behaviors of the participant themselves.  
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Chapter 5: Results & Discussion 
The goal of this research was to investigate the communication patterns involved 
in interactions between people in relationships with their abusive partners and their close 
friends or family and how those patterns change during the abusive relationship. In 
examining these patterns, we can begin to understand how those patterns might influence 
victim-survivors’ choices. In order to understand these processes, close friends or family 
members of victim-survivors first completed a short online survey that measured their 
knowledge of abuse within their friend or family members’ abusive relationship. 
Participants then completed an in-depth interview which asked them to describe specific 
aspects of their interactions in terms described in INC theory, including moments at 
which they labeled the victim-survivor’s relationship as problematic (RQ1), behaviors 
that reinforce the victim-survivor’s commitment to the abusive relationship (RQ2), 
behaviors that punish the victim-survivor for their sustained commitment to the abusive 
relationship (RQ3), paying special attention to which strategies resulted in isolation of the 
victim-survivor (RQ6), and ways in which they reinforced alternative behaviors (RQ4). 
Because INC theory predicts a specific pattern of behavior, participants were also asked 
to describe interactions across the three different stages of pre-labeling, post-labeling, and 
post-frustration (RQ5).  
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LABELING (RQ1) 
Labeling the afflicted partner’s destructive health behavior as problematic is a 
central step within the INC theory framework because it serves as the boundary between 
the pre-labeling and post-labeling phases where functional partners’ communication 
behaviors often dramatically shift. In the pre-labeling phase, functional partners most 
often engage in reinforcing behaviors, where they unknowingly encourage the harmful 
behavior as a result of not yet realizing the behavior is problematic. Consistent with 
previous INC theory investigations, all ten participants identified a time at which they 
individually labeled their close friend or family member’s involvement in their romantic 
relationship as problematic. Research in the intimate partner violence field has shown 
that victim-survivor’s social network members become aware of the violence their friend 
or family member is experiencing by either witnessing the violence themselves or being 
told about the violence in either a survivor or network-member initiated conversation 
(Latta & Goodman, 2011). Participants in the present investigation reported these same 
events precipitating their labeling moment. 
Most commonly, participants labeled the victim-survivor’s commitment to the 
relationship a concern as a result of having been told by the victim-survivor themselves 
that something abusive had occurred. Elise reported realizing her sister’s relationship was 
concerning about a year in, when her sister reached out directly to her after a tense visit in 
which the family had been introduced to her abusive partner for the first time: 
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She just broke down and told me everything that had gone wrong… or most of 
everything that’s gone wrong. She was still coming to terms with that herself. So 
yeah, it was kind of like a confession because she had felt so bad about it and I 
think she felt bad for hiding it. 
 
Similarly, Anita, whose close friend was beginning an abusive relationship as she was 
leaving one herself, recounts that after a series of “constantly cancelled” plans, the 
victim-survivor “started to confide in me about how bad it was.” It was then that she saw 
the parallels between her abusive relationship experience and her friend’s situation and 
knew the relationship was a problem. 
Nathan was the only participant who initiated the conversation that led to his 
labeling. He asked his victim-survivor friend directly if her cheating husband had been 
psychologically abusive and when she confirmed, he then asked if he had been physically 
abusive to her. Nathan’s previous experience studying abuse helped him to see the 
warning signs of abuse, but directly asking and receiving confirmation served as 
important markers that guided his future response to a friend in need. 
Other participants personally witnessed behavior they found to be abusive in 
nature and then labeled the relationship as problematic. For example, Sarah, reported that 
she had had previous concerns that her friend’s relationship was “very controlling” and 
knew the couple engaged in frequent conflict, the harmful nature of the relationship 
became most clear when her close friend of eight years created a secret email account 
where he asked her to direct any communication with him. Sarah reported feeling 
alarmed by the request: 
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I knew that this was going to be problematic when he told me… that she tried to 
break into his phone a lot and so don’t text him. And also, that I shouldn’t send 
messages on Facebook or email him and he decided to set up a totally separate 
private account that she didn’t know about on a totally different website so that if 
he wanted to be in touch with me, we could talk that way. …If you have to cover 
your tracks so much and be dishonest about just the people that you’re friends 
with… that to me seems so controlling. 
 
Barbara, whose younger sister had been dating a guy she met while away at 
college, recounted witnessing the abusive partner’s anger while the couple were in town 
visiting family for Thanksgiving: 
They were going somewhere and my Grandma and I were going to see my Great 
Aunt and we ended up at a stoplight behind them and they were fighting and I 
could see she was driving and he was mad about something. I saw him start 
hitting the dashboard and like inches from her face he was screaming at her. That 
night, we were sharing a bed at my Grandma’s house and I was like, “there’s 
nothing stopping him from hitting you” and she was like, “no, he would never do 
that.” And I, you know, I didn’t have any experience at that point with abusive 
relationships. That wasn’t something that I had seen before but in that instant I 
saw his rage and I was like, there’s nothing that’s going to stop him. He will end 
up hitting you. It was at that moment that I absolutely knew something was 
wrong. 
 
These findings are consistent with previous INC theory research, indicating that within 
the context of conversations about intimate partner violence, labeling can serve as a 
helpful construct for understanding significant shifts in communication behaviors. 
Several participants pointed to social network responses as having been 
meaningful in their process of labeling, indicating that one network member may have 
realized the relationship was problematic well before others did. Charlotte discussed early 
warning signs that her grandmother recognized, but other family members dismissed: 
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They moved in together and my grandma came and my sister was really worried 
that someone had moved a stack of books that they had. My grandma pulled my 
Mom aside and said, “this is a weird thing” and we all just kind of brushed it off 
because she also didn’t like him and we were like “woah, Grandma… you hold a 
grudge, just like relax,” because we all have been really trying to get on board. 
 
It was later, after a failed reconciliation following infidelity on the part of her sister’s 
abusive partner, that Charlotte realized the gravity of the situation and labeled the 
relationship problematic herself: 
…she found out he was still talking to the girl [with whom he had had an affair]. 
So, she told him she wanted to leave and he told her she couldn’t. And so, when 
he told her that she wasn’t allowed to leave, that’s when I got scared. 
 
 The discrepancy in timing between Charlotte’s family and her grandmother in 
recognizing the problem may present another inconsistency with the potential to reinforce 
the afflicted partner’s harmful behavior. Indeed, Charlotte later alludes to another 
inconsistency between timing of her own labeling, which led her to do a significant 
amount of research on abusive relationship dynamics and seek assistance from an outside 
expert, and her parents: 
They were on board, trying to forgive [him], trying to reconcile… I was getting 
information and then I was trying to talk to my parents about it and trying to 
explain it to them. My Mom was actually talking to [him] during that time and so 
that was kind of confusing. …I think [my sister] knew about my Mom and that 
made her feel like she had to stay longer. 
  
Duggan and Kilmartin’s (Duggan & Kilmartin, 2016) investigation of inconsistent 
strategy use within a family where a daughter struggled with disordered eating found that 
INC theory could be helpful for understanding the impacts of inconsistencies in messages 
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by both individuals across labeling stages (i.e. from pre-labeling to post-labeling) and 
across family members (i.e., Mom nurtures while Dad is punishing), but did not 
specifically address differences in timing related to movement from the pre-label stage to 
the post-label stage. This finding suggests that inconsistency in social network members’ 
transitions across labeling phases may be another means by which reinforcement of the 
detrimental health behavior occurs. 
COMMUNICATION STRATEGIES 
INC theory is an appropriate framework for exploring communication patterns 
between victim-survivors and their close friends and family members in conversations 
about the victim-survivor’s commitment to the abusive relationship partner, but given that 
the present investigation explores conversations in multiple types of relational contexts, 
considerations for how strategies may conceptually differ within varying relationship types 
should apply to these findings. In this new context, reinforcing, punishing, and reinforcing 
alternative strategies largely mirror previous descriptions, but there are important 
differences that make this application of INC theory unique from previous applications.  
Reinforcing Behavior (RQ2) 
INC theory applications have defined reinforcing behaviors as those 
communicative behaviors on the part of the functional partner which validate or reinforce 
the harmful behavior of the afflicted relationship partner. In the present investigation, 
descriptions of reinforcing behavior replicated previous findings and new strategies 
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emerged from the data. Interviewees described enacting multiple reinforcing strategies, 
avoidance of the topic, taking on responsibilities, minimizing the abusive behavior, and 
indirect or direct support for the abusive partner or relationship. 
Avoidance of the Topic 
Glowacki (2017) found that avoidance of the topic of the destructive health 
behavior was functionally different than avoidance of the afflicted person and as such, 
could function as reinforcement. Participant descriptions in the present study aligned 
avoidance of the topic of the abusive relationship with reinforcement as well. Concerns 
about how the victim-survivor might respond and a desire to help the victim-survivor retain 
face were the primary motivators reported for this response. Sarah, for example, recounted 
that before labeling her friend’s relationship as problematic, she had determined “it’s not 
my business.” As she witnessed more overt behaviors on the part of the abusive partner, 
she recalled strategically avoiding discussion of the behavior: “I don’t want to just sound 
like I think your partner’s kind of rude and nasty towards you sometimes. …You might 
notice behaviors, but you start off minding your own business.” 
With sibling relationships, Glowacki (2017) also found that reinforcement may 
occur in less intense ways through the use of subtle hints, rather than direct confrontation, 
which is recognized as a punishing strategy. This trend was also found amongst both sibling 
and friend participants. Barbara recalled using this strategy with her sister: “I would try to 
just make comments here and there trying to… plant seeds in her head.” Emily also 
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reported using this strategy with her close friend who had broken up and then returned to 
his abusive boyfriend multiple times. After one fight in which both her friend and his 
partner were physically abusive to each other and temporarily ended the relationship, Emily 
recalled making a sarcastic joke with her friend, asking him “was this really the last straw 
or are you going to start dating again next week?” This finding suggests that the intensity 
with which various strategies may be used is a factor that impacts the manifestation of 
strategies for both friend and sibling relationships. 
Taking on Responsibilities 
One participant described taking on a responsibility for the victim-survivor in her 
life. Rachel recalled that she had taken on the responsibility of providing emotional 
support for her Aunt, the victim-survivor’s mother, because “this other person is so self-
absorbed that they cannot see the perspective of someone else, even other people who are 
worried about them.” Rachel found herself responsible for talking with her Aunt about 
the victim-survivor’s situation and responding to her emotional needs, an experience she 
says was frustrating and made her feel that she had lost control over the situation. 
In previous INC theory applications, taking on responsibilities for the afflicted 
partner has been a documented reinforcing strategy. For some, that included taking on 
household responsibilities (Le Poire et al., 2000) for the afflicted partner. The present 
application may be less likely to involve functional and afflicted relationship partners 
who live in the same household or are solely dependent on each other, as many victim-
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survivor’s live with their partners or in separate households from their friend or family 
member. Accordingly, participants did not report utilizing this particular strategy often. 
Of importance, however, CDC findings from a nationally representative sample of 
children under the age of 18 indicate that 1 in 15 children will be exposed to IPV in their 
lifetimes. While taking on care for children did not arise as a strategy used amongst the 
limited pool of participants in this investigation, many victim-survivors have children and 
this may be a strategy more widely used in the general population of victim-survivors.  
Minimizing the Abuse 
 Several participants reported conversations with the victim-survivor in which they 
discussed (and at times, debated) whether certain events they had witnessed or been told 
about by the victim-survivor were abusive or appropriate. These sorts of questions and 
conversations were frequent in the pre-labeling phase and often led to functional partners 
inadvertently downplaying the severity of the situation to the victim-survivor, a strategy 
that served to reinforce the victim-survivor’s commitment to the abusive relationship. 
Danielle, whose close friend had told her that her then boyfriend was looking through her 
texts and social media messages remembered having a conversation with her friend about 
whether his behavior was appropriate. The two disagreed, but at the time, nothing more 
serious had occurred yet in the relationship and Danielle had not yet determined the 
situation was problematic.  
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For Danielle, however, these sorts of conversations continued beyond the pre-
labeling phase. Once she had labeled her friend’s commitment to the relationship as 
problematic, her continued questioning of the abusive behavior, and failure to recognize 
the risk it posed, served to inadvertently reinforce her friend’s commitment to the 
relationship. Danielle described continuing to question whether the situation was severe 
enough for her friend to leave, even after episodes of anger in which the partner had 
destroyed shared property, including wedding portraits, and used coercive and controlling 
behavior, including threatening suicide in front of the couple’s son. After an incident in 
which the victim-survivor feared her partner would pick their son up from daycare before 
the victim-survivor could, Danielle recognized the behavior as an attempt to control her 
friend’s behavior, but did not yet believe his actions warranted leaving: 
This last conversation I had with her I asked her, “do you want to leave him or are 
you thinking about leaving him?” and she said, “yes.” So, I told her that like, 
although I didn’t tell her that you should leave, I was like “I will support you in 
doing that,” but then I also told her that he’s not actually physically hit her. Yes, I 
think that that could likely come eventually and I told her that if he ever does 
physically hit her that she has to get in the car and leave immediately and she 
agreed with that because I think right now she’s hoping they can figure it out and 
reconcile this because in both of our opinions like one he… if he punches her, like 
that’s just throw in the towel. 
 
In this particular instance, Danielle’s response was rooted in sincere concern for 
her friend, but her lack of knowledge of abuse dynamics resulted in downplaying his 
behavior because it had not yet resulted in physical violence. Research has shown that 
amongst women in heterosexual relationships who have been victimized by and 
subsequently left abusive partners, recognizing their experience was indeed abusive 
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served an extremely important function in the leaving process (Ferraro & Johnson, 1983; 
Ulrich, 1991). Victim-survivors often initially believe the abuse in their relationship is 
“normative” (Barnett, 2001, p. 4) and recognition that their experience is abusive is 
central to the leaving process (Short et al., 2000). Further, downplaying abuse can 
undermine a victim-survivor’s efforts to effectively manage the abuse they are 
experiencing (Renzetti, 1989). 
Failure to recognize the harm and risk associated with coercive and controlling 
behaviors is not uncommon. Risk assessment tools used in the domestic violence field 
have historically skewed heavily towards prioritizing discrete violent acts in 
determinations of risk. There is, however, growing evidence that the presence of a high 
level of coercive control, even without previous physical violence, is a significant risk 
factor for potential fatality or serious injury, particularly when a victim-survivor chooses 
to leave the relationship (Myhill & Hohl, 2019).  
Friends and family members potentially serve a valuable role in helping victim-
survivors to recognize their experience as abusive and unacceptable, which is of 
particular importance in situations where coercive control without physical violence is 
present. In these instances, victim-survivors may unknowingly be at high risk of future 
severe harm or fatality. With this in mind, educating social network members of risk 
factors and the dynamics of coercive control may go a long way in preventing caring 
network members from inadvertently reinforcing the victim-survivor’s commitment to an 
abusive relationship by focusing on violence as the primary indicator of harm and risk 
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and better prepare them to effectively aid the victim-survivor in escaping the relationship 
safely. 
Indirect or Direct Support for the Abusive Partner or Relationship  
Several participants described engaging in activities that either indirectly or 
directly expressed support for the abusive partner or the relationship. Indirectly, many 
participants described participating in activities with the victim-survivor and their abusive 
partner, including dinners, holiday visits, and family vacations. For others, they made 
specific decisions to directly support the abusive relationship by participating in wedding 
dress shopping or the couple’s wedding.  
In the pre-labeling phase, many participants described meeting their friend or 
family member’s abusive partner over dinner or a holiday meal. Claire, whose only 
daughter was in the early stages of her relationship, had only met her daughter’s partner 
once over dinner. She had invited him to join their weekly family dinner and continued to 
invite him to dinner regularly, an invitation that was declined from thereafter. This 
behavior, of course, is quite normal in the early stages of a relationship, but much like 
friends or family members having a drink with someone whom they do not yet realize has 
a drinking problem, should be understood as reinforcing. 
Not all participants felt like they could directly challenge the victim-survivor and 
as a result, felt forced to choose a reinforcing strategy to maintain the relationship or their 
own safety. For Rachel, whose cousin lived in another state and was in a relationship 
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with an abusive partner who refused to move out of her home, she found herself in a 
position of feeling forced to spend time with the abusive partner. When Rachel traveled 
with family to visit in the post-labeling phase, they hoped their victim-survivor family 
member would choose to come home with them. Instead, they found that the couple had 
made up in the time between when the trip had been planned and the family’s arrival. 
Over the course of the trip, she participated in a number of group activities that included 
the abusive partner, including going to dinner and swimming at the beach. She worried 
that directly challenging the abuser or the victim-survivor could put the family in danger. 
Barbara recounted wedding dress shopping with her sister, an activity that did not 
specifically involve the abusive partner, but that indicated direct support for the 
relationship. Barbara’s sister was hopeful that an engagement was in her future, a 
sentiment not shared by either herself or her other family members: 
I remember they were they were talking about getting married and to the point 
that we had gone and looked at wedding dresses. She thought an engagement was 
coming and my mom... it was just like the saddest thing because my mom and I 
were with her and we're like, we are not happy about it. It was just... we just didn't 
know what to do. Like we wanted to support her and you know, we didn't know if 
she was going to get married. We didn't want to not be invited because we didn't 
support it. 
 
For Barbara, continuing her relationship with her sister seemed to require that she appear 
supportive of the abusive relationship and was excited for this potential next step in their 
relationship. 
 Similarly, Danielle had originally been slated to serve as a bridesmaid in her 
friend’s wedding, who married the father of her child after becoming pregnant very early 
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in the relationship. After the bride’s family protested the marriage and her sister refused 
to participate, she stepped in as maid of honor. Danielle described intentionally choosing 
to reinforce the relationship because she felt her friend needed a supportive relationship 
in her life and was not getting it anywhere else: 
They just wanted her to leave him but she was like it's his kid, like, we have 
custody issues, and I love him. So... like throughout this entire thing like there's 
multiple levels of drama with her family freaking out, her being upset at things 
he's done, then hiding it from her family because they're already anti-her husband. 
And so I, when she would bring up things that I felt were problematic, I would try 
to be a little gentle with it, because she was getting so many people from so many 
directions saying like you have to end this relationship. I wanted to be the ally 
who like could be there and be like, “you can tell me things and I'm not going to 
criticize your decisions.” 
 
Danielle’s case, in particular, points to a common theme that emerged in several 
participants’ experiences. The use of inconsistent strategies across the victim survivor’s 
support network during the same time frame may present another inconsistency with the 
potential to reinforce the afflicted partner’s harmful behavior. This finding mirrors 
Duggan and Kilmartin’s (Duggan & Kilmartin, 2016) finding that inconsistencies across 
family members (i.e. Mom nurtures while Dad is punishing), could serve to inadvertently 
reinforce the harmful behavior, but recognizes that inconsistencies across the social 
support network, specifically including close friends, could have a similar effect. This 
dynamic will be discussed in further depth at a later point. 
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Punishing Behavior (RQ3) 
INC theory characterizes punishing behaviors as those communicative behaviors 
on the part of the functional partner to punish the afflicted partner for their continued 
participation in the harmful behavior. Participants in this investigation described punishing 
strategies in a variety of ways, including enacting certain forms of social support, such as 
giving unwanted advice, and directly challenging the victim-survivor. Finally, participants 
described cutting off or limiting contact with the victim-survivor, a punishing strategy that 
led to the isolation of the victim-survivor. 
Unsolicited Advice 
Participants reported use of multiple forms of enacted social support, most of which 
closely aligned with reinforcing alternatives, but offering unsolicited advice was described 
by participants as a punishment strategy, a determination supported by social support 
literature. Goldsmith (2004) defines enacted social support as “what individuals say and 
do to help one another” (p. 13). Research indicates that not all forms of enacted social 
support are recognized by support-seekers as helpful. Different types of stressful events 
require different forms of coping and thus, require different forms of social support 
(Cutrona & Russell, 1990). In a multitude of studies, support-seekers specifically reported 
unwanted advice as having been experienced negatively and in some cases, had either no 
effect or even produced negative consequences (Goldsmith, 2004). Participants’ 
descriptions of unwanted support mirrored these findings. Danielle’s close friend had 
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immediate family members who did not support her marriage to an abusive partner. She 
recounted that “everyone in her life gives her advice that she doesn't necessarily want from 
them.” This unsolicited advice, in combination with direct challenges, had reportedly 
driven a wedge within the family and significantly limited their interactions with the 
victim-survivor. 
Rachel reported that she felt she had to give advice when she received calls or texts 
from her cousin in which she shared details of the abuse she was currently experiencing, 
videos or voice-recordings of the partner’s abusive behavior, and sometimes photos of 
bruises: 
If someone is in that immediate danger, you have to try to give them instructions 
on what to do to get out of it. And so I would do that. And then maybe she would 
do one of the things that I told her, but then the next day she would go back. 
 
Rachel said that it became obvious that her advice was both unwanted and not followed. 
After this realization, when her cousin sent a video of her partner engaging in verbal abuse 
yet again, Rachel chose to stop telling her what to do anymore and instead responded “yeah, 
I know.” Rachel’s experience exemplifies the back and forth inconsistency predicted by 
INC theory in the post-frustration stage, where she alternates between punishment of 
offering unwanted advice and then responding with reinforcement through the use of 
minimizing the abuse by saying “yeah, I know.” 
 Social support literature recognizes that many factors go into a support receiver’s 
judgment of receiving advice as either a positive, neutral, or negative experience. 
Controllability of the stressful situation, by both the advice-giver (functional partner) and 
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the advice receiver (afflicted partner) heavily impact the perceived helpfulness of the 
advice. If the advice-giver (functional partner) has some control over the situation (e.g. the 
ability to prevent harm to the advice-receiver or afflicted partner) or some recognized 
expertise related to the stressful experience, the advice will more likely be perceived as 
helpful and experienced positively (Cutrona & Suhr, 1992). This distinction is seen most 
clearly in the comparison between Rachel’s experience of offering unsolicited advice to 
her cousin, which was not well received, and the advice given by another participant, Elise, 
to her sister. Elise’s expertise as an attorney, who has worked previously in cases involving 
victim-survivors in intimate partner violence, was seen as an asset. Her advice was not only 
welcomed, but requested by her sister. On the other hand, Rachel’s unsolicited advice could 
not effectively change her cousin’s situation or prevent her from experiencing harm, so it 
was viewed as unwanted and unhelpful. 
Further, researchers have established that offering unsolicited advice can be 
understood as a face threat to the advice receiver (Goldsmith, 2004). Face (Goffman, 1967) 
refers to an individual’s performance of particular social identities in interactions and their 
need “in having others’ actions sustain those performances” (Goldsmith, 2004, p. 58). 
When advice is given, it may present a face threat to victim-survivors because “we may 
resent the way in which telling us what to do can undermine our self-presentation as 
competent, independent adults capable of managing our own lives” (p. 59). In this way, 
unsolicited advice by functional partners poses a serious face threat to afflicted partners 
and should be viewed as a punishing strategy. 
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Directly Challenging the Victim-Survivor 
Directly challenging the survivor was a relatively common strategy used amongst 
participants. As predicted by INC theory, this tactic was used in the post-labeling and post-
frustration phases. Emily described responding to the inconsistent cycling in and out of the 
relationship pattern of her friend’s abusive relationship aggressively and its disappointing 
result: 
I’d see a picture of them together or something like that on Instagram or I see [him] 
comment on [his partner’s] Instagram, like “I love my handsome man” and then I 
would immediately like screenshot that and send it to [him] and be like “oh really? 
You know, “what do you mean you guys are back together again?” That probably 
wasn’t that productive. 
 
Another participant, Claire, described a consistent pattern of challenging her 
daughter’s involvement in her relationship with an older boss. She labeled the relationship 
problematic based on her daughter’s negative comments about him before they engaged in 
a relationship and started challenging her involvement in the relationship almost 
immediately: 
She said, “I want to get engaged to [him],” and I said, “we don’t know him.” And 
she would cry and whenever she would bring him up and I would express some sort 
of concern about not knowing this guy and what her plans were… I would meet 
resistance. It was like her defenses were triggered at that point.  
 
Claire described these interactions as ones in which she expressed her love and concern 
consistently for her daughter, but the challenging nature of the conversation seemed to 
override these other sentiments. 
Later, after a tenuous holiday with her daughter, Claire described showing up at her 
daughter’s apartment unexpectedly a few weeks later to express her concern over the 
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relationship. The interaction, after first appearing to be successful, had a surprising, but 
devastating outcome: 
We surprised her on a Sunday afternoon and she was there and we just went into 
her apartment and we talked to her about it and the emotions were high. … We just 
said, “look, you know… things are going too fast [with him]. You know, we’re 
concerned here.” She talked to us this time. …We went out and had supper at 
[restaurant] and the emotional distance had been closed. … Eleven days later, he 
instigated a break and I haven’t had a normal relationship with her since. 
 
At the time of the interview, Claire had not seen or spoken to her daughter in the six years 
since. Claire’s experience speaks to the ever-present risk functional partners manage as 
they determine how best to approach the afflicted partner. In the context of IPV, these 
decisions are particularly complex because the afflicted partner’s behavior is not just 
associated with a harmful substance or behavior, but a third relationship partner whose 
behavior impacts the relationship dynamics between the afflicted and functional partner. 
In Claire’s case, her use of consistent punishing strategies eventually led to being cut off 
from contact with her daughter, effectively ending any chance at influencing her decision 
to remain in the relationship unless her daughter chooses to engage her again at some point 
in the future. 
Limiting Contact with the Victim-Survivor 
 For some participants, limiting contact with the afflicted victim-survivor was a 
punishing tactic necessary for their self-protection. The severe emotional toll of engaging 
in these conversations was consistently discussed by participants and for some, the only 
option they felt available for protecting their mental health and energy was to step back 
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from the relationship. Rachel, in particular, spoke about her transition post-labeling to post-
frustration and how she shifted from first feeling like she was being helpful to no longer 
wanting anything to do with hearing about the relationship:  
At first, I take it as this person is confiding in me. They need my help. They trust 
me. That’s the first reaction and then you try to help and then you realize that 
you’re… what you’re trying to give this person or what you want for this person 
isn’t happening. Nothing is moving. Nothing is changing and then, it feels like a 
waste of words…. And then you decide I don’t want to do this anymore. Like 
maybe you’re still doing this, but I don’t want to do this anymore. 
 
Rachel’s frustration led to a significant shift in their interactions, where she felt she had to 
create a boundary. 
It is important to recognize that while victim-survivors report these punishing 
strategies as negatively experienced, a negative experience does not directly translate to 
ineffective in terms of influencing health behaviors. INC theory would predict that 
intermittent punishing and reinforcing messages lead to inadvertently reinforcing the 
victim-survivor’s commitment to abusive relationship partner (Duggan & Kilmartin, 
2016). Network members must be cautious in their use of punishing strategies, as they may 
lead to isolation from the victim. Previous INC theory research has found that influence 
appears to be most effective at leading to the cessation of the unhealthy behavior when 
punishment, coupled with reinforcing alternatives, is used (Le Poire et al., 2000). 
Reinforcing Alternatives (RQ4) 
In this new context, how participants discussed reinforcing alternative behaviors 
were similar to previous INC theory research. In particular, close friends and family 
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members often encouraged victim-survivors to seek professional help. In the present 
investigation, enacted social support also closely aligned with reinforcing alternatives. 
While this particular behavior has not yet been identified in previous INC theory research, 
certain types of enacted social support proved to be a valuable form of reinforcing 
alternatives in this particular context. Each of these strategies ultimately served to 
encourage the victim-survivor’s agency, ability to operate independent of the partner, and 
their self-worth, a strategy that challenged the victim-survivor’s commitment to the abusive 
relationship partner, but did not punish them for their participation in the relationship. 
Encourage Seeking Professional Help 
Much like encouraging an addict to seek out addiction counseling or Alcoholics 
Anonymous, several participants encouraged the victim-survivor to seek professional help, 
either in the form of personal or relationship counseling. Rachel, whose cousin was living 
in another state with her abusive partner at the time of the interview, indicated encouraging 
outside help was the most successful strategy she had used to date: 
I’ve been telling her over the course of the past year to seek professional help. And 
then, more recently, she did. She told me. This is after, you know, maybe twenty 
times of telling her. … that’s the only thing that has been effective in terms of what 
I have done. 
 
Sarah went to great lengths to ensure her friend was managing his mental health, 
an ongoing concern she felt significantly impacted his ability to manage amid the abusive 
relationship: 
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I mean, we went through a period of time where I was checking in with him like 
daily like did you go to your therapy appointment? Are you taking your meds? 
Like, is there anything that we need to be assessing in terms of like risk related to 
just your mental health? 
 
When her friend returned to the relationship after a period of having left, she says she 
also encouraged him to seek out couples’ counseling, telling him, “you can repair 
relationships… but you have to both be committed… you need outside help... You know, 
relationships that are abusive and broken do not fix themselves.” 
Enacted Social Support 
Participants also reported use of multiple forms of enacted social support. Social 
support has been identified as a factor that can aid IPV victim-survivors in deciding to end 
or make changes to an abusive relationship. Zapor and colleagues‘ (2018) examination of 
the relationship between types of social support and IPV victim-survivors’ process of 
change provides important support for understanding certain forms of enacted social 
support as a reinforcing alternatives strategy. Victim-survivors from a shelter population 
who were more engaged in the process of change reported more social support than those 
less engaged in the process. These findings suggest that social support, when provided after 
the victim-survivor recognizes there is a problem that must be addressed, may provide the 
necessary sense of security and confidence for ending the relationship. Of the various types 
of enacted support recognized in social support literature, participants reported enacting 
tangible and emotional support often in their interactions with victim-survivors.  
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Many participants described the provision of tangible support, such as help moving 
out or in finding a job. Sarah, for example, helped her close friend move out of the home 
he shared with this girlfriend. He later returned to the relationship, but she described how 
empowering it felt to provide this sort of support: 
At that point, I was like, “Awesome. I’ve got you. Definitely we can totally 
handle this. I’m here for 24/7. We can get you moved out, get your own place. 
This is gonna be great. You’re healing over everything in this relationship… That 
is so freaking rough,” but at that point, I thought like you’re stepping out in the 
sunshine and you’re going to get through this and I felt like I had a whole lot of 
power to support and encourage at that point. 
 
Anita described providing both tangible and emotional support, which involves 
“expressions of caring, concern, empathy and reassurances of worth” (Goldsmith, 2004, p. 
13), as a means to empower her victim-survivor friend to leave her abusive relationship 
partner: 
I tried to help her like as far as finding a job and a stable income and food stamps. 
I tried to help her so that she could be able to do things on her own, you know, like 
feel secure enough to live on her own, without him, even though he wasn’t really 
the breadwinner, but she believed he was. She believed she needed him, so I tried 
to empower her that way. 
 
Anita also helped her friend to develop a safety plan for leaving and a parenting plan to 
work out co-parenting and visitation with her ex once she finally ended the relationship for 
good. She attended court with her friend and taught her breathing exercises to help self-
regulate when she was dealing with high levels of stress and anxiety during the mediation 
process. “Getting her out of survival mode,” Anita described, allowed her friend “to step 
back from the situation… if she had had that sooner, I think that the process would have 
been much quicker.” As Anita watched her friend leave and then return to the harmful 
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relationship, she continued to offer support that helped her friend realize leaving was a 
long-term option that could work for her and that she would have consistent support and 
assistance in doing so. 
Elise recognized that she had a unique role to play in supporting her sister both 
emotionally and tangibly because of her career as an attorney. On top of supporting her to 
navigate the legal system and file a restraining order against her abusive partner, she 
recalled juggling her personal and professional response to the situation: 
She knew that… this is something that I help people professionally deal with. 
…After I cried and screamed with her, and you know, alongside of her a little bit, 
I switched gears to that professional voice and that just was not what she needed 
from me and not in that moment. And so, I found that being a bit more relaxed and 
kind of switching gears to using curse words and doing that kind of thing… that 
helps her to know that somebody else was just as pissed off about that. … And she 
was more open to me when I did that, which is, you know, the opposite of how I 
deal with it in a professional setting. 
 
Anita and Elise’s responsive and consistent approaches demonstrate the value of 
survivor-led enacted support, as well as the appropriateness of the INC theory framework 
in this particular context. Anita recognized that she could not force her friend to leave her 
abusive partner, but that “she has to make that decision” and it “has to be on their terms, 
on their time.” Likewise, Elise recognized that she must respond to her sister’s specific 
needs in real-time, offering the support required in the given situation and adjusting when 
what she was offering was not received well. Rather than using reinforcing behaviors such 
as avoiding the topic to maintain a connection with the victim-survivor or punishing them 
for their involvement in the relationship, both consistently reinforced alternatives.  
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The use of reinforcing alternatives was common amongst participants, but those 
who were also able to avoid the use of intermittent punishing and reinforcing strategies 
appeared to have the most successful outcomes and experience the least frustration, a 
finding consistent with previous INC theory results. Anita and Elise’s approach, which 
focused on consistently reinforcing alternatives, appeared to be experienced positively by 
both the functional friend or family member as well as the victim-survivor and it was 
successful during the post-labeling and post-frustration phases. INC theory would predict 
that the victim-survivors in Anita and Elise’s lives had the highest likelihood of ending the 
harmful behavior and in this particular case, both victim-survivors permanently left their 
abusive relationships. 
COMMUNICATION ACROSS STAGES: INCONSISTENT SOCIAL NETWORKS (RQ5) 
 The majority of participants described communication across the pre-labeling, 
post-labeling, and post-frustration stages consistent with patterns predicted by INC 
theory. As seen in previously discussed findings, individual participants reported using 
inconsistent strategies across stages and their descriptions aligned well with the INC 
theory framework. These findings evidence the appropriateness of INC theory in the 
context of conversations about intimate partner violence between both close friends and 
family members. 
Interestingly, the current application points to other inconsistencies that appear to 
influence behavioral outcomes not yet addressed in previous INC theory research. 
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Differences in victim-survivor social network members’ transitions across pre-labeling to 
post-labeling stages were previously highlighted in the Labeling (RQ1) section, but 
respondents also reported use of differing strategies across the victim-survivor’s close 
social networks when network members were each within the same stage. While Duggan 
and Kilmartin (Duggan & Kilmartin, 2016) found that inconsistent messages across a 
family have the potential to influence health behaviors, the majority of participants in the 
current study described interactions in which the broader social support network of 
victim-survivors appeared to serve this function as well. Family members referenced 
conflicting messages across the family (Barbara; detailed more below), while friends 
recognized that family members were minimizing the abuse they were taking seriously 
(Nathan). Friends also reported engaging in responses that conflicted directly with either 
family members’ messages about the relationship (Danielle; detailed more below) or 
other friends in the victim-survivor’s life (Sarah & Anita). 
Barbara’s experience mirrors Duggan and Kilmartin’s (Duggan & Kilmartin, 
2016) findings, supporting their conclusion that inconsistent messages within a family 
can influence afflicted partner’s behaviors. Barbara described being acutely aware of how 
little control her sister had over her own life, while her mother failed to recognize just 
how bad the situation truly was: 
You know… my mom… my mom is still this way… she just wants to see the 
good in everyone and it’s really hard for her to see… like, I was trying to tell her 
that “this is bad. He is not a good person,” and she would see certain things, but 
for the most part, I think she just really wanted to trust my sister. Like, “oh well, 
she’s staying with him, it can’t be all bad.” I just don’t think she realized that my 
sister had no say in her life. 
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Barbara and her mother had both labeled the relationship as problematic before, but their 
responses to the victim-survivor family member were very different during this post-
labeling phase. Barbara was challenging her sister to leave the relationship, a punishing 
strategy, while her mother seemed to be minimizing the abuse or avoiding the topic 
altogether, both reinforcing strategies. It is possible the family’s conflicting messages 
may have influenced the victim-survivor to reject the consistently punishing strategy 
Barbara utilized in the post-labeling stage. What is clear is that the victim-survivor 
continued the relationship at this point and Barbara found herself increasingly frustrated 
when her attempts to influence her sister to end the relationship failed, leading her into 
the post-frustration phase. 
Consistent with INC theory predictions, once she reached the post-frustration 
phase Barbara described feeling as though she was walking on eggshells, navigating 
between directly challenging her sister and being “so careful in what I said in order to 
keep her talking to me.” Barbara’s attempts at directly challenging her sister were 
“driving us further apart or driving her further away.” Barbara described shifting to 
heavily focus on reinforcing alternative strategies, such as inviting her sister to social 
events and even keeping her sister’s dog when she would leave to see her boyfriend, a 
strategy she hoped would give her sister some reason for having to return. While this was 
occurring, her mother continued to downplay the seriousness of the situation, a 
reinforcing strategy: 
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I felt kind of alone and that I was the only person that really realized… I would 
tell my Mom and she would try to find something positive in it or she wouldn’t 
believe the full extent of it. 
 
The relationship continued until Barbara’s sister was attacked by her abusive partner and 
sustained serious injuries that put her in the hospital. At that point, the severity of the 
abuse was undeniable and Barbara’s sister pressed charges with the support of her entire 
family. 
Close friends also reported similar experiences of engaging in responses that 
conflicted directly with members of the victim-survivor’s family and larger support 
network. Danielle, a close friend, saw herself as the confidant who would always be there 
for the victim-survivor, even as other family members seemed to become increasingly 
distant. The first reported conflicting responses occurred when the victim-survivor’s 
family boycotted her wedding to the abusive partner and Danielle stepped in as maid of 
honor. Danielle knew the relationship was problematic, but decided to support her friend 
by participating. As the marriage progressed, she spoke repeatedly about intentionally 
choosing to interact with her friend in a way that countered the message strategies of 
others in the victim-survivor’s life: 
She doesn’t need one more voice expressing concern. She needs someone who’s 
there and is on her side, no matter what. Like… who isn’t going to tell her, “Well, 
that was a stupid thing. Why didn’t you leave? Why didn’t you call the police and 
say I need help?” …That’s not what she needs… she needs someone to just be … 
someone to listen honestly, completely non-judgmentally. Even her co-workers 
have called her crazy for not leaving and these are people who work in families 
often that have abuse going on with them. … She’s well aware that this is 
problematic and has assessed the situation and has decided it hasn’t gotten bad 
enough to completely throw in the towel. 
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Danielle saw herself as the “alarm system” in the situation. She had positioned herself as 
a trusted advisor and as such, was told things that others were not about the situation: 
Because I’m so non-judgmental, I’m told things that other people aren’t and I 
know that abusers tend to isolate people and I don’t want her to isolate herself 
from me and I feel like she’s done that with some other people who have been 
more judgmental. …To make sure that she tells someone in her life once abuse 
turns physical or once she feels her son’s in danger, I started to take the role of the 
person who’s not going to tell her what to do because I want her to tell someone. I 
don’t want him to give her a black eye and then she not tell me because she’s 
afraid then of what I would say because I’ve been so judgmental before. 
 
 It is clear that Danielle has a genuine concern for her victim-survivor friend and 
has chosen this particular reinforcing strategy out of a desire to prevent her friend from 
further isolation, a valid concern in this context. However, if INC theory can be expanded 
to recognize that close friends can influence victim-survivors in ways similar to family 
members, Danielle’s reinforcing strategy, combined with the punishing strategies of the 
victim-survivor’s co-workers and other family members, could create a pattern of 
intermittent punishing and reinforcing. This inconsistent reinforcing and punishing across 
the victim-survivor’s broader social support system could have inadvertently reinforced 
the victim-survivor’s commitment to the abusive relationship. At the time of the 
interview, the victim-survivor’s relationship with her abusive partner was still intact. 
Charlotte’s experience serves as a helpful example of the potential for reversing 
course from use of intermittent punishing and reinforcing across a family system to a 
coordinated and consistent response that can influence a victim-survivor to successfully 
and permanently end their harmful relationship. Early on in the relationship, Charlotte 
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reported that her family mostly avoided the topic of her sister’s relationship. Charlotte 
remembers not liking her sister’s partner very much and when the family would get 
together, her sister’s partner would often leave to go to the other room. Her father did not 
seem to like him and the two regularly argued on a public social media outlet. When her 
sister revealed that her husband had had an affair and the couple failed to reconcile, 
however, things began to change. 
While her mother was continuing contact with her sister’s partner and attempting 
“to mediate the marriage,” a reinforcing strategy, the family had mostly decided to give 
the couple space to work out their differences and their contact became significantly 
limited, a reinforcing strategy aligned with direct support of the abusive relationship. 
When Charlotte realized how miserable her sister was, she decided to learn about abuse 
dynamics and reached out to a friend of a friend she knew had experience in researching 
abusive relationships. Over the course of many conversations, Charlotte became acutely 
aware that her sister was in a relationship that posed a significant risk. After this 
recognition, she spent hours each day reading articles and asking questions to the 
researcher with whom she had recently connected. As she learned new information, she 
worked to get the family on the same page: 
My parents live within walking distance of them. During the past six months 
when they were trying to reconcile their marriage… they would still go over to 
dinner at my parents’ house and do the same things. … So, they were on board, 
trying to forgive [him] and trying to reconcile until I came to them and I said… I 
listed off all of the little things that had been adding up and I was like, “this 
happened. And then this happened. I think she needs to leave.” And so, they were 
kind of following my lead. 
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While Charlotte discussed difficulties that arose when she acted as a gatekeeper of 
information and did not share everything she was learning across the family system, but 
ultimately, her strategy was relatively successful and her sister eventually left her abusive 
husband:  
One night, she said “I don’t know what to do,” and I said, “it’s not safe for you to 
live there” and I think that was the one time I ever said something and she left the 
next day. 
 
The process of leaving proved to be difficult for Charlotte’s sister and at the time 
of the interview, she was embroiled in an emotionally exhausting custody battle where 
she had to share custody of her daughter equally with her abusive former partner and no 
longer was able to see her step-son, whom she had cared for over many years. Charlotte, 
however, believed that the family’s united front in supporting her sister after she left, has 
been the most influential strategy so far and is what had kept her from returning to the 
relationship: “I think that’s the reason why she hasn’t gone back, you know… it was 
because of us around her.” 
ISOLATION (RQ6) 
In previous research, victim-survivors have reported a variety of responses from 
social network members that could either lead to or utilized isolation. While responses 
reported in previous research focusing on survivor experiences aligned with both punishing 
and reinforcing strategies within the INC theory framework, in the current investigation, 
strategies that led to or involved isolation of the victim-survivor aligned best with 
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punishing strategies. As highlighted in the Limiting Contact section, several participants 
limited contact with the victim-survivor as a means of self-protection, guarding themselves 
against the emotional fallout related to providing support. 
Other participants used punishing strategies, like direct challenges, which, rather 
than utilizing isolation, resulted in the victim-survivor’s increased isolation from social 
networks. For Claire, whose experience with her daughter was highlighted in more detail 
in the Direct Challenges section, the consistently punishing strategies she utilized led to a 
complete break in the relationship. Claire’s experience highlights the dangers of functional 
friends and family members face when the punishing strategies they utilize are interpreted 
by a victim-survivor who may be heavily influenced by their controlling or abusive partner. 
Claire described being utterly shocked by her daughter’s response, which involved telling 
her that she no longer wanted to have contact with them, an action she believed to be the 
result of the abusive partner’s influence:  
He was not there, but he instigated a break and she surprised us with that 
information. …her demeanor was completely different that night. She was sitting 
across from us on a stool or a little chair in her apartment, and it was just… she was 
reading from a script. She was literally reading from a script. 
 
Not having contact with her daughter was devastating for Claire. Her daughter 
eventually cut off contact with virtually everyone in the family, including “anyone that was 
in contact with us, all family members, my mother, my husband’s mother, my brother-in-
law and my sister-in-law, friends.” Re-connecting, she believes, would remove the 
significant influence her daughter’s partner currently has in the situation: 
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If we can get any amount of contact with her going… physical contact, 
communication through phone calls, or anything like that, she would be able to see 
for herself that what she has been told and come to believe is untrue.  
 
In the years following, Claire’s efforts have centered around educating herself 
about abuse dynamics and re-establishing contact. She sends cards and gifts for her 
daughter and grandchild, has posted videos on youtube with the hopes her daughter will 
one day stumble upon them. For her daughter’s birthday this past year, she organized 
friends and family to all send birthday cards: 
He intercepts her mail at work… We send her mail to work because it’s a state 
agency and we think that that’s secure, but he works there He’s got everybody 
convinced that we’re horrible, so he intercepts her mail, but one got through and it 
was from a good friend of mine. 
 
After receiving the friend’s birthday card, Claire’s daughter reached out to the friend. They 
talked for an hour. It was the first time her daughter had spoken with anyone who was also 
in contact with her mother in years.  
Claire’s experience makes clear the risk functional friends and family are taking 
when they challenge afflicted victim-survivors in their lives. The fear of isolating the 
victim-survivor appeared to significantly influence virtually all of the functional friend and 
family members strategy use in some way or another. Use of reinforcing strategies, in 
particular, and as predicted by INC theory, seemed to be fueled by the desire to maintain 
contact and connection with the victim-survivor. In some cases, functional partners feared 
the influence of the victim-survivor’s abusive partner could lead to isolation, while others 
had seen other friends and family cut off and wanted to prevent the same from happening 
to themselves.  
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Chapter 6: Conclusion  
OVERVIEW 
The goal of this research was to use INC theory as a framework for investigating 
how the communication patterns involved in interactions between people in relationships 
with their abusive partners and their close friends or family members changed over the 
course of the abusive relationship and how those communication patterns might influence 
victim-survivors’ commitment to their abusive relationship partners. Findings indicate 
INC theory is an appropriate and helpful framework for analyzing these patterns and 
understanding their potential influence.  
Appropriateness of INC Theory 
Participants provided evidence for all three phases outlined in INC theory, 
including the pre-labeling, post-labeling, and post-frustration phases. Communication 
strategies utilized by functional partners largely mirrored those found in previous INC 
theory applications, including predicted shifts over time. However, because the context of 
the present application of INC theory differs significantly from previous investigations, 
several new strategies emerged. Minimizing the abuse and indirect or direct support for the 
abusive partner or relationship appeared as new reinforcing strategies. Unsolicited advice 
was used by virtually all of the participants and was described as a punishing behavior that 
threatened the victim-survivor’s face needs. Finally, reinforcing alternatives emerged as 
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the most successful strategy utilized by functional friends and family members. Within the 
context of IPV conversations, enacted social support appeared to have the most influential 
power, in that it was experienced most positively by both functional friends and family 
members and victim-survivors, and its consistent use was associated with victim-survivors 
feeling empowered to leave their harmful relationships for good. Reinforcing strategies 
ultimately served to encourage the victim-survivor's agency and improve their self-worth, 
two qualities previous research has established are important to the leaving process 
(Merritt-Gray & Wuest, 1995; Ulrich, 1991). 
The Role of Broader Social Support Networks 
 Participants discussed broader social network responses as meaningful in the 
context of their interactions with the victim-survivor in multiple ways. Labeling the 
afflicted friend or family member’s commitment to their abusive relationship partner as 
problematic appeared to be influenced by the labeling processes of those around the 
participating functional partner. Further, inconsistencies in the timing of the labeling 
process (or the movement from pre-labeling to post-labeling phases) across the victim-
survivor’s social support network (e.g., one family member realizes the relationship is 
problematic before everyone anyone else in the family) appeared to produce 
inconsistencies in strategy use across the network. These inconsistent messages from 
various members of the victim-survivor’s social network were described in ways that 
mirrored the inconsistent message patterns predicted by previous INC theory 
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applications, except immediate family members were not the only functional partners 
who played a role. In the current investigation, participants described close friends and 
extended family members as key players in this process. As such, future interventions 
utilizing INC theory should consider the important influential role a victim-survivor’s 
broader social support network could play. 
Isolation 
In the current investigation, strategies that led to or involved isolation of the victim-
survivor aligned best with punishing strategies. Some limited contact with the victim-
survivor as a means of self-protection while others used direct challenges that often led to 
the victim-survivor distancing themselves from the functional partner. In many cases, 
functional friends and family members seemed to be aware of the risk they were taking in 
directly challenging the victim-survivor, but for other participants, the isolating response 
of the victim-survivor came as a total surprise. Future interventions should consider that 
not all functional partners are aware of the risks related to isolation and how their behaviors 
may inadvertently lead to that end. 
Isolation functioned in another important way in the current investigation. Many 
participants described their use of reinforcing strategies as motivated by the desire to 
prevent isolation of the victim. In some cases, the victim-survivor’s abusive partner 
presented a threat, as they appeared to have the ability to influence how the behaviors of 
the functional partner were interpreted, which could potentially lead to the victim-survivor 
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distancing themselves. For other participants, previous experience seeing the victim-
survivor either cut off contact with or be cut off from other friends or family members 
heavily influenced their use of reinforcing strategies. Given that punishing strategies may 
lead the victim-survivor to cut off contact with functional friends and family members, 
many functional partners chose to instead use reinforcing strategies, not realizing their 
potential to reinforce the victim-survivor’s commitment to the abusive relationship. These 
findings suggest future interventions should educate functional partners about the potential 
impact of both punishing and reinforcing strategies, as well as the intermittent use of both 
strategies. Functional partners should instead be directed toward use of reinforcing 
alternatives. 
PRACTICAL APPLICATIONS 
Findings of this application could provide vital information useful for the 
development of public health campaigns that teach effective communication strategies to 
those with the greatest access to and influence on victim-survivors. With these findings in 
mind, campaigns should warn that consistent punishment may further isolate a victim-
survivor, putting them at greater risk. Rather, close friends and family members ought to 
utilize reinforcing alternatives whenever possible. The success of reinforcing alternatives 
strategies points to the unique potential of influence that empowers, rather than restricts, 
victim-survivors’ choices. 
In some cases, use of certain strategies or combinations of strategies resulted from 
a lack of knowledge about the dynamics of abusive relationships. Because friends and 
 
 79 
family members’ individual responses and collective communication patterns influence 
victim-survivors as they make choices about their relationships, interventions should 
consider the potential benefits of educating victim-survivor’s broader social networks 
about both INC theory and abusive relationship dynamics, including the harm resulting 
from and risks related to abuse that does not involve physical violence. 
LIMITATIONS 
The present research contributed to our existing knowledge of supportive 
communication in the context of intimate partner violence by exploring communication 
patterns between people in relationships with abusive partners and their close friends or 
family, how those patterns change over the course of the abusive relationship, and how 
those patterns may influence victim-survivors’ choices. Nevertheless, there are certain 
limitations that should be considered by researchers who wish to study this context and 
practitioners who want to apply this research in the field. First, the study focused solely on 
the experiences of close friends or family members of victim-survivors, without including 
reports from the victim-survivor themselves. The perspectives of others who may have 
been an important part of the victim-survivor’s support system were also not included. 
Given that findings from the study suggested the support system as a whole played an 
important role in this phenomenon, the perspectives of both the victim-survivor and several 
members of their support systems would be preferable. However, given that the present 
investigation is the first to utilize INC theory in the context of communication about 
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commitment to an abusive relationship partner, this examination is an important first step 
for future explorations that would include the perspectives of more of the parties involved. 
Secondly, this study collected retrospective survey and interview data, requiring 
participants to recount knowledge of past events. I did not observe the interactions 
discussed in real-time, but rather asked participants to recall their individual experiences 
based on memory. While self-report data based on recollections of previous events may 
contain inaccuracies or biases (Metts, Sprecher, Cupach, Montgomery, & Duck, 1991), 
evidence suggests these data are still valuable for exploring communication phenomenon 
(Baxter, 2010). Particularly when studying abusive relationships, use of retrospective self-
report interviews is a widely used and accepted form of research. 
Thirdly, the study is limited by its use of convenience and snowball sampling as 
means of obtaining participants. Sampling methods may have encouraged participation 
from those where comfortable talking about their interactions with a close friend or family 
member who had been or was currently in a relationship with an abusive partner. It is 
possible that those who felt like their interactions with their close friend or family member 
had been harmful or received negatively may not have been fully represented in the study. 
It should be noted, however, that virtually all of the participants discussed things they wish 
they had done differently, as well as strategies they recognized were not helpful to the 
situation.  
Another sampling limitation is the lack of racial and gender diversity amongst 
participants. The majority of participants were white women and there were no Black or 
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Latinx participants. Research has shown gender (Ansara & Hindin, 2010; Douglas & 
Hines, 2011) and racial differences (Barrett & St. Pierre, 2011; Kaukinen, 2004) in both 
help-seeking for victim-survivors of IPV, but given the qualitative nature of this thesis and 
its limited subject pool, the existing study is not able to address these potential differences. 
As such, results of this investigation should be interpreted and applied accordingly. 
FUTURE DIRECTIONS 
There are limitations to the findings of this study, but the knowledge gained from 
these ten participants’ perspectives lays an important foundation for future research. One 
of the major findings of the present investigation is that communication patterns across a 
victim-survivor’s broader social network have the potential to influence their commitment 
to an abusive relationship partner. Future research should explore INC theory as applied 
within a single victim-survivor’s broader social network, including the perspective of the 
victim-survivor themselves. Synthesizing and analyzing these connected, but different 
experiences could provide valuable insights for future interventions and a better 
understanding of the interplay between conflicting and inconsistent messages. 
Additional research should also further explore the power dynamic between 
functional-afflicted partners that is central to INC theory. Participants in the existing 
investigation discussed power dynamics to some degree in every interview, hinting at the 
presence of a co-dependent power dynamic, but not to the extent that would be necessary 
to fully address related research questions. As such, future research should explore this 
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relationship in greater depth, with a particular focus on how co-dependency may exist or 
differ within close friend and extended family relationships. 
CONCLUSION 
Analyzing the communication patterns between victim-survivors and their social 
support networks has the potential to contribute to multiple areas of communication and 
intimate partner violence knowledge and scholarship. The current study used LePoire’s 
(1995) Inconsistent Nurturing as Control theory as an alternative framework for exploring 
these communication patterns and understanding their potential influence on victim-
survivors and their commitment to an abusive relationship partner. Results indicated that 
INC theory was an appropriate framework in this new context, but that this framework was 
also useful when extended beyond just immediate family relationships to include victim-
survivors’ broader social networks, like extended family members and close friends. 
IPV interventions must always place the burden of responsibility on those who 
perpetrate violence, but victim-survivors must also be recognized as agents of change in 
their own lives who are influenced by those closest to them. The choices victim-survivors 
make do not occur in a vacuum. By collecting and analyzing the experiences of ten close 
friends and family members of victim-survivors, the existing research recontextualizes IPV 
and the choices victim-survivors make within their relationships as phenomena that are 
embedded within communities. Both perpetrators and victim-survivors are individuals that 
are part of a broader family, social network, and larger community. While it is not 
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necessarily the responsibility of victim-survivors’ social network members to influence 
them to end their abusive relationship, recognizing the influential role of those closest to 
victim-survivors opens the door to new opportunities for intervention and new strategies 
for social support. 
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Appendix B: Recruitment Language 
Study on Conversations About Abusive Relationships 
 
You are invited to participate in a research study. The purpose of this research is to explore 
communication behaviors between victims of intimate partner violence (IPV) and their 
close friends or family members. Your participation is completely voluntary. 
 
You are eligible to participate if: 
• You are 18 years of age or older 
• have previous experience supporting a close friend or family member who was in 
an abusive relationship (For the purposes of this study, an abusive relationship 
constitutes any intimate relationship in which there is ongoing and/or repeated 
instances of coercive control, physical, emotional, psychological, sexual or 
economic abuse by one partner against the other) 
 
Participation in this study involves: 
• Completion of a 20 minute long online survey and 15 minute interview 
 
If you have any questions or want to participate in this survey, please contact 
abigailhazlett@utexas.edu. 
 
Thank you! 
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Appendix C: Informed Consent Language 
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Appendix D: Survey Questions 
DEMOGRAPHIC QUESTIONS 
1. What is your age, as of today’s date (in years)? 
2. What sex were you assigned at birth? 
a. Female 
b. Male 
c. Intersex 
d. I’d prefer not to say 
3. What is your gender? 
4. What is your race or ethnicity (as you define it). Select all that apply. 
  White 
  American Indian or Alaskan Native 
  Asian 
  Black or African American 
  Hispanic or Latino/a/x 
  Pacific Islander 
  Other (specific): _______ 
5. Have you ever been in a relationship you would characterize as physically, 
emotionally, or psychologically abusive? 
a. Yes 
b. No 
c. I’d prefer not to say 
RELATIONSHIP TO VICTIM QUESTIONS 
1. How old were you when your friend/family member’s abusive relationship began 
(in years)?  
2. How old was your friend/family member when the abusive relationship began (in 
years)? 
3. What is your relationship to the victim (you may select more than one)? 
  Parent 
  Child 
  Sibling 
  Extended Family member (grandparent, aunt, uncle, cousin, etc.) 
  Friend 
  Co-Worker 
  Neighbor 
  Other relationship (specify): _____________ 
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4. What is your relationship to the abuser? 
  Parent 
  Child 
  Sibling 
  Extended Family member (grandparent, aunt, uncle, cousin, etc.) 
  Friend 
  Co-Worker 
  Neighbor 
  Other relationship (specify): _____________ 
  Do not know them outside of their relationship to my close friend or family 
member 
5. Has your friend/family member ended the abusive relationship?  
a. Yes 
b. No 
6. How long is/was the relationship (in years)? 
7. Did the victim express a desire to leave the relationship at any point? 
a. Yes 
b. No 
 
8. Did the victim try to leave the relationship unsuccessfully at any point? 
a. Yes 
b. No 
 
9. If so, about how many times did they try to leave (planned to, but ended up not 
doing so)? _____ 
 
10. How many times did they actually leave (actually left for a period of time, even if 
they eventually returned)? ____ 
 
KNOWLEDGE OF THE VICTIM’S RELATIONSHIP QUESTIONS 
Questions to gauge the interview participants’ knowledge of the victim’s abusive 
relationship were modified from the Checklist of Controlling Behaviors (Lehmann et al., 
2012). 
 
Directions: Please indicate where you have either witnessed or been told about abuse within 
your close friend or family member’s relationship. Some of these questions may be difficult 
to think about, but they will allow researchers to gauge a better understanding of the risk 
and harm associated with your close friend or family member’s relationship. Check all that 
apply: 
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PHYSICAL ABUSE 
 
My close friend or 
family member’s 
partner… 
I am not 
aware of or 
do not know 
if this 
behavior 
occurred 
I have 
personally 
witnessed 
this behavior 
I was told 
this 
behavior 
has 
occurred 
Both 
partners 
have 
engaged in 
this 
behavior 
1 
threw 
something at 
them 
    
2 
pushed or 
grabbed 
them 
    
3 pulled their hair     
4 choked them     
5 
pinned them 
to the wall, 
floor, or bed 
    
6 
hit, kicked, 
or punched 
them. 
    
7 
threatened 
them with a 
knife, gun, 
or other 
weapon 
    
8 spit at them     
9 
tried to 
block them 
from leaving 
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SEXUAL ABUSE 
 
My close friend or 
family member’s 
partner… 
I am not 
aware of or 
do not 
know if this 
behavior 
occurred 
I have 
personally 
witnessed 
this behavior 
I was told 
this 
behavior 
has 
occurred 
Both 
partners 
have 
engaged in 
this 
behavior 
1 
physically 
forced them 
to have 
sexual 
intercourse 
    
2 
pressured 
them to have 
sex when 
they said no 
    
3 
pressured or 
forced them 
into other 
unwanted 
sex acts 
(oral, anal, 
etc.) 
    
4 
treated them 
like a sex 
object 
    
5 
inflicted pain 
on them 
during sex 
    
6 
pressured 
them to have 
sex after a 
fight 
    
7 
was 
insensitive to 
their sexual 
needs 
    
8 
made jokes 
about parts 
of their body 
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9 
blamed them 
because 
others found 
them 
attractive 
    
 
 
EMOTIONAL ABUSE 
 
My close friend or 
family member’s 
partner… 
I am not 
aware of or 
do not 
know if this 
behavior 
occurred 
I have 
personally 
witnessed 
this 
behavior 
I was told 
this 
behavior 
has 
occurred 
Both 
partners 
have 
engaged in 
this 
behavior 
1 
insulted them 
in front of 
others 
    
2 
put down 
their sexual 
attractiveness 
    
3 told them they were stupid 
    
4 
criticized their 
care of 
children or 
their home 
    
5 swore at them     
6 told them they were crazy 
    
7 
told them they 
were 
irrational 
    
8 
blamed them 
for their 
problems 
    
9 made untrue accusations 
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ECONOMIC ABUSE 
 
My close friend or 
family member’s 
partner… 
I am not 
aware of or 
do not know 
if this 
behavior 
occurred 
I have 
personally 
witnessed 
this behavior 
I was told 
this 
behavior 
has 
occurred 
Both 
partners 
have 
engaged in 
this 
behavior 
1 
did not allow 
them equal 
access to 
family 
money 
    
2 
told them or 
acted as if 
family 
money was 
only theirs 
(“my money, 
my house, 
my car, 
etc.”) 
    
3 
threatened to 
withhold 
money from 
them 
    
4 
made them 
ask for 
money for 
basic 
necessities 
    
5 
made them 
account for 
any money 
they spent 
    
6 
used their 
fear of not 
having 
access to 
money to 
control their 
behavior 
    
 
 100 
7 
tried to keep 
them 
dependent 
upon them 
for money 
    
 
 
 
INTIMIDATION 
 
My close friend or 
family member’s 
partner… 
I am not 
aware of or 
do not know 
if this 
behavior 
occurred 
I have 
personally 
witnessed 
this behavior 
I was told 
this 
behavior 
has 
occurred 
Both 
partners 
have 
engaged in 
this 
behavior 
1 
moved 
toward them 
when they 
were angry 
(with the 
intent to 
intimidate) 
    
2 
pounded his 
fists on a 
table 
    
3 hit the wall     
4 
smashed or 
broke 
something 
    
5 
threw or 
kicked 
something 
    
6 
used angry 
facial 
gestures 
    
7 
drove 
angrily or 
recklessly 
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THREATS 
 
My close friend or 
family member’s 
partner… 
I am not 
aware of or 
do not 
know if this 
behavior 
occurred 
I have 
personally 
witnessed 
this 
behavior 
I was told 
this 
behavior 
has 
occurred 
Both 
partners 
have 
engaged in 
this 
behavior 
1 
threatened to 
hit or kill 
them 
    
2 
threatened to 
turn others 
against them 
    
3 
threatened to 
take their 
children away 
    
4 
threatened to 
make sure 
they didn’t 
have money 
    
5 
threatened to 
show up 
unexpectedly 
or to always 
be watching 
them 
    
6 
threatened to 
come after 
them if they 
left 
    
7 
threatened to 
have them 
committed 
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MINIMIZING OR DENYING 
 
My close friend or 
family member’s 
partner… 
I am not 
aware of or 
do not 
know if this 
behavior 
occurred 
I have 
personally 
witnessed 
this 
behavior 
I was told 
this 
behavior 
has 
occurred 
Both 
partners 
have 
engaged in 
this 
behavior 
1 
denied they 
had abused 
them 
    
2 
told them 
they were 
lying about 
being abused 
    
3 
insisted what 
they did was 
not so bad 
    
4 
told them to 
forget about 
they did and 
leave it in the 
past 
    
5 
told them that 
abuse was a 
normal part 
of 
relationships 
    
6 
told them 
they couldn’t 
remember 
hurting them 
    
7 
told them 
they hurt 
themselves 
when they fell 
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BLAMING 
 
My close friend or 
family member’s 
partner… 
I am not 
aware of or 
do not 
know if this 
behavior 
occurred 
I have 
personally 
witnessed 
this 
behavior 
I was told 
this 
behavior 
has 
occurred 
Both 
partners 
have 
engaged in 
this 
behavior 
Blamed them for their behavior by saying to them: 
1 
The abuse 
was their 
fault 
    
2 they deserved the abuse 
    
3 
they needed 
to be taught a 
lesson 
    
4 
they had 
provoked the 
abuse 
    
5 “it takes two to tango” 
    
6 they had hurt them first 
    
7 
they had 
asked/dared 
them to hit 
them 
    
 
ISOLATION 
 
My close friend or 
family member’s 
partner… 
I am not 
aware of or 
do not 
know if this 
behavior 
occurred 
I have 
personally 
witnessed 
this 
behavior 
I was told 
this 
behavior 
has 
occurred 
Both 
partners 
have 
engaged in 
this 
behavior 
1 
told them they 
couldn’t do 
something 
    
2 forbade or stopped them 
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from seeing 
someone 
3 
monitored 
their time or 
made them 
account for 
where they 
were 
    
4 
restricted 
their use of 
the car 
    
5 
restricted 
their use of 
the telephone 
    
6 
listened to 
telephone 
conversations 
    
7 
pressured 
them to stop 
contacting 
their family 
and friends 
    
8 
made it 
difficult for 
them to get a 
job or pursue 
a vacation 
    
9 
kept them 
from getting 
medical 
attention 
    
10 
tried to turn 
people against 
them 
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PRIVILEGE 
 
My close friend or 
family member’s 
partner… 
I am not 
aware of or 
do not 
know if this 
behavior 
occurred 
I have 
personally 
witnessed 
this behavior 
I was told 
this 
behavior 
has 
occurred 
Both 
partners 
have 
engaged in 
this 
behavior 
1 demanded obedience 
    
2 treated them like a servant 
    
3 
treated them 
like an 
inferior 
    
4 
expected 
them to meet 
their sexual 
needs 
regardless of 
their own 
needs 
    
5 
treated them 
like they 
were helpless 
or incapable 
    
6 
told them 
they couldn’t 
get along 
without them 
    
7 
had or 
demanded 
the final say 
in decisions 
    
8 
Did not allow 
them to do 
the things 
they thought 
they had a 
right to do 
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9 
Treated 
others like 
servants 
    
 
Thank you for completing this form.  
 
Relationship abuse can happen to anyone, regardless of gender, ethnicity, age, education, 
religion, disability status, or sexual orientation. It can happen to couples who are married, 
living together or dating. 
 
If you are unsure if you or someone you know is in a violent or controlling relationship, 
or if you have questions about getting help, call the 24-hour SAFEline 
at 512.267.SAFE (7233), text them at 737.888.7233 or chat with them 
at safeaustin.org/chat. For deaf people of all identities, please use relay/VRS. 
 
Even if you don’t see any of your concerns listed here, you can call SAFEline to talk 
about your unique situation or with concerns about someone you know or love. Or you 
can click HERE to learn more about healthy relationships. 
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Appendix E: Interview Protocol 
1. Prior to the abusive relationship, how close was your relationship with your 
friend/family member? 
2. Before you realized their relationship partner was abusive, how did you feel about 
the abusive partner? Did you spend time with them at all? 
3. What is your relationship with your friend/family member now? 
4. Was there a specific point in time when you realized your friend/family member 
was involved in an abusive relationship?  
5. What did you do when you had this realization?  
6. Was the victim aware you had this realization? If so, how did they respond? 
7. Do you feel like your friend or family member’s abusive relationship impacted 
your own life in any way? How? 
a. certain opportunities you felt you couldn’t pursue? 
b. choices you felt were restricted? 
c. Any specific responsibilities you took over as a result? 
8. Did you encourage your friend or family member to leave? 
9. What strategies did you use to try to encourage your friend/family member to 
leave? 
10. Was there ever a time you felt like your strategy to encourage your friend/family 
member to leave wasn’t working? How did you change/adapt your behavior after 
that? 
a. Was there ever a time you were frustrated with your friend/family member 
not leaving? 
b. How did things change after that? 
11. Did you make any efforts to downplay your concern in order to maintain the 
relationship?  
12. If so, what did you do to downplay your concern? 
13. How did your friend or family member respond? 
14. Are there any strategies for encouraging them to leave that you felt were 
particularly effective? Why? 
15. Can you describe a time you felt powerless in helping your friend/family member 
with this relationship? Why did you feel this way and how did you respond? 
16. Is there anything else you believe is important for me to know about your 
experience? 
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Appendix F: Support Language 
Thank you for your participation in this survey.  
 
Relationship abuse can happen to anyone, regardless of gender, ethnicity, age, education, 
religion, disability status, or sexual orientation. It can happen to couples who are married, 
living together or dating. 
 
If you are unsure if you or someone you know is in a violent or controlling relationship, 
or if you have questions about getting help, call the 24-hour SAFEline 
at 512.267.SAFE (7233), or text them at 737.888.7233 or chat with them 
at safeaustin.org/chat. For deaf people of all identities, please use relay/VRS. 
 
Even if you don’t see any of your concerns listed here, you can call SAFEline to talk 
about your unique situation or with concerns about someone you know or love. Or you 
can click HERE to learn more about healthy relationships. 
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Appendix G: Preliminary Codebook 
Code & Description 
REINFORCING 
Efforts on the part of the network member that validate or 
reinforce the victim-survivor’s involvement in the abusive 
relationship 
Examples 
• Spending time with the abusive partner (e.g. going on a double-date, etc.) 
• Extending invitations to the abusive partner (e.g., a family birthday party, etc.) 
• Encouraging the victim-survivor to “work it out” or give the other partner another 
chance 
• Compliment the relationship in some way (e.g., “I’ve never seen you so happy!” 
 
Code & Description 
ISOLATING  
Efforts on the part of the network member to discourage the 
victim-survivor’s involvement in the relationship that also 
isolate the victim-survivor from others outside of the 
abusive relationship 
Examples 
• Limiting or cutting off contact with the victim-survivor 
• Refusing to pick up/go to a victim when they ask for help 
 
Code & Description 
PUNISHMENT Efforts on the part of the network member to discourage the victim-survivor’s involvement in the relationship 
Examples 
• Direct Confrontation 
• Encouragement to leave the partner or end the relationship 
• Negative talk about the partner 
• Stigmatize the victim-survivor in some way (e.g., verbal abuse, implications that they 
are a burden, criticizing their decisions, etc.) 
 
Code & Description 
REINFORCING 
ALTERNATIVES 
Efforts on the part of the network member to encourage the 
victim to participate in an alternative behavior 
Examples 
• Encouragement to attend a support group 
• Encouragement to go back to school 
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Appendix H: Final Codebook 
STRATEGIES 
Code & Description 
REINFORCING 
Efforts on the part of the network member that validate or 
reinforce the victim-survivor’s involvement in the abusive 
relationship 
Examples 
• Spending time with the abusive partner (e.g. going on a double-date, etc.) 
• Extending invitations to the abusive partner (e.g., a family birthday party, etc.) 
• Encouraging the victim-survivor to “work it out” or give the other partner another 
chance 
• Compliment the relationship in some way (e.g., “I’ve never seen you so happy!” 
 
ISOLATING  
Efforts on the part of the network member to discourage the 
victim-survivor’s involvement in the relationship that also 
isolate the victim-survivor from others outside of the 
abusive relationship 
Examples 
• Limiting or cutting off contact with the victim-survivor 
• Refusing to pick up/go to a victim when they ask for help 
 
PUNISHMENT Efforts on the part of the network member to discourage the victim-survivor’s involvement in the relationship 
Examples 
• Direct Confrontation 
• Encouragement to leave the partner or end the relationship 
• Negative talk about the partner 
• Stigmatize the victim-survivor in some way (e.g., verbal abuse, implications that they 
are a burden, criticizing their decisions, etc.) 
 
REINFORCING 
ALTERNATIVES 
Efforts on the part of the network member to encourage the 
victim to participate in an alternative behavior 
Examples 
• Encouragement to attend a support group or therapy 
• Encouragement to go back to school or job training 
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STAGES 
Code & Description 
PRE-LABELING 
 
Period of time prior to the functional partner’s labeling of 
the afflicted partner’s relationship as problematic 
LABELING Moment at which the functional partner realizes the afflicted partner’s relationship is problematic 
Examples 
• Afflicted partner tells functional partner about abuse 
• Functional partner witnesses abusive partner engage in abusive behavior toward the 
afflicted partner 
 
POST-LABELING 
 
Period of time immediately after the functional partner’s 
labeling of the afflicted partner’s relationship as 
problematic, but prior to reaching point of frustration 
POST-FRUSTRATION 
Period of time after functional partner reaches point of 
frustration because their efforts to influence afflicted 
partner to end the abusive relationship partner have not 
been successful 
AFFLICTED PARTNER REACTIONS 
Code & Description 
DISTANCE/CUT OFF 
FUNCTIONAL PARTNER 
Afflicted partner’s response to functional partner’s 
communication strategy is to distance themselves or cut 
off contact 
Examples 
• Afflicted partner does not speak to functional partner for a period of time 
• Afflicted partner cuts off contact completely 
• Afflicted partner stops sharing details about their life or relationship, but remains in 
contact 
 
LEAVE ABUSIVE 
RELATIONSHIP AND THEN 
RETURN 
Afflicted partner leaves the abusive relationship, but later 
returns 
AFFIRM ABUSER 
PERSPECTIVE 
Functional partner’s communication strategy is 
interpreted as having affirmed the abuser’s perspective 
about the functional partner  
Examples 
• Use of punishing strategy confirms for the afflicted partner the abuser’s claim that 
family or friend is harmful or abusive 
• Use of punishing strategy confirms for the afflicted partner the abuser’s claim that no 
one cares about them 
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Code & Description 
ASK FOR HELP Afflicted partner’s response to functional partner’s communication strategy is to ask for help 
Examples 
• Afflicted partner asks for advice 
• Afflicted partner asks for assistance moving out 
• Afflicted partner asks for legal support 
 
STRATEGY CHOICE MOTIVATION 
Code & Description 
EFFICACY Functional partner’s use of specific strategy influenced by their perceived ability to change or influence the situation 
Examples 
• Functional partner feeling as if their efforts are a “waste of words”, pointless, or make 
no difference 
• Functional partner feeling as if their efforts can make a difference 
 
GENDER NORMS Functional partner’s use of specific strategy influenced by attention to gender norms 
Example 
• Functional partner believes afflicted partner has emotional needs they cannot express 
because of gender norms about being a heteronormative man 
 
FEAR OF ISOLATION Functional partner’s use of specific strategy influenced by their fear of isolating the afflicted partner 
Examples 
• Functional partner worries if they push too hard, the afflicted partner will no longer 
speak to them 
• “Walking on eggshells” 
• Towing a “fine line” 
 
SELF-PROTECTION Functional partner’s use of specific strategy influenced by their own needs 
Examples 
• Functional partner is too emotionally exhausted to engage further 
• Functional partner is concerned about their own physical safety 
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Code & Description 
URGENCY Functional partner’s use of specific strategy influenced by urgency of the situation 
Examples 
• Afflicted partner is in immediate danger or has immediate need (e.g., no money) 
• Afflicted partner is not in immediate danger or has no immediate need 
 
KNOWLEDGE OF ABUSE 
DYNAMICS 
Functional partner’s use of specific strategy influenced by 
their own knowledge of abuse dynamics 
Examples 
• Functional partner does not recognize red flags/warning signs 
• Functional partner recognizes red flags/warning signs 
• Functional partner not aware of risk to afflicted partner 
• Functional partner aware of risk to afflicted partner 
 
RELATIONAL CLOSENESS 
Functional partner’s use of specific strategy influenced by 
their perceived relational closeness with the afflicted 
partner 
Examples 
• Functional partner believes they can get away with a punishing behavior because the 
afflicted partner has no one else who will listen to them 
• Functional partner believes they should be non-judgmental because they feel 
responsible to attend to the afflicted partner’s needs 
 
PHYSICAL PROXIMITY Functional partner’s use of specific strategy influenced by their physical proximity to the afflicted partner 
Examples 
• Functional partner lives too far away to really know what is going on 
• Functional partner lives too far away to interject themselves 
• Functional partner is no longer able to interact face to face with afflicted partner 
 
AFFLICTED PARTNER 
DIRECTION/REQUEST 
Functional partner’s use of specific strategy influenced by 
afflicted partner’s expressed needs 
Examples 
• Afflicted partner requests assistance moving out 
• Afflicted partner requests assistance filing a restraining order 
• Afflicted partner tells functional partner to leave them alone 
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Code & Description 
COST-BENEFIT 
Functional partner’s motivation for use of specific 
strategy influenced by their beliefs about the cost of a 
certain behavior in relation to its benefits 
Examples 
• Functional partner determines the risk of afflicted partner not speaking to them is 
worth it because nothing else has worked (e.g., “what do I have to lose?”) 
• Functional partner determines they can handle the emotional exhaustion of being a 
non-judgmental confidant because it allows them to remain in contact with the 
afflicted partner 
 
PERCEIVED ROLE Functional partner’s use of specific strategy influenced by their perceived role in their relationship 
Examples 
• Functional partner functions as a “sounding board” 
• Functional partner function as the “alarm system” for the broader social network 
• Functional partner as the supportive, non-judgmental person, while others in the 
broader social network are the punishers 
 
FUNCTIONAL-AFFLICTED RELATIONSHIP DYNAMIC 
Code & Description 
ONE-SIDED 
Afflicted partner’s needs are the focus of the relationship, 
regardless of what is happening in the functional 
partner’s life 
Examples 
• Functional partner knows everything about the afflicted partner’s life, but afflicted 
partner knows very little about theirs 
• Afflicted partner is focused only on their own immediate needs 
 
POWERLESSNESS Functional partner feels powerless 
Examples 
• Functional partner feels their efforts are pointless 
• Functional partner feels the abusive partner has all of the power 
 
INTIMACY DEEPENS Functional partner experiences a deep level of intimacy with the afflicted partner 
Examples 
• Functional partner engages in conversations about intimate things afflicted partner 
would have never shared before (sex, etc.) 
• Functional partner is the one person the afflicted partner trusts 
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Code & Description 
NEEDED Functional partner feels needed by the afflicted partner 
Examples 
• Afflicted partner “has no one else” 
 
ENMESHMENT Functional partner identifies as sharing the afflicted partner’s needs and/or experiences 
Examples 
• Functional partner identifying with the behavior or decisions of the afflicted partner 
• Use of “we” when referring to a decision made by the afflicted partner 
 
DIFFERENTIATION Functional partner differentiates themselves from the afflicted partner’s needs and/or experiences 
Examples 
• “It’s not my responsibility” 
• Functional partner separating themselves from the behavior or decisions of the 
afflicted partner 
 
NETWORK COMMUNICATION DYNAMIC 
Code & Description 
INCONSISTENT 
Members of the afflicted partner’s broader social network 
are communicating differing or conflicting messages to 
the afflicted partner 
Examples 
• Functional partner’s communication to afflicted partner uses punishing strategy while 
other members of broader social network utilize different strategies 
• Functional partner’s communication to afflicted partner uses reinforcing strategy 
while other members of broader social network utilize different strategies 
• Functional partner’s communication to afflicted partner uses reinforcing alternatives 
strategy while other members of broader social network utilize different strategies 
 
COORDINATED Members of the broader social network are communicating similar messages to the afflicted partner 
Example 
• Functional partner and broader social network coordinate use of consistent punishing 
strategies in communication with the afflicted partner 
• Functional partner and broader social network coordinate use of consistent reinforcing 
strategies in communication with the afflicted partner 
• Functional partner and broader social network coordinate use of consistent reinforcing 
alternatives strategies in communication with the afflicted partner 
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